
Khaled Abdel Malek Samar KadiSaad Guerraoui

P4

Interviews

P17

P14

Sousse and
the Tunisian
exception

Saudi pivot to Europe

Lebanon brain drain 

The long shadow of 
corruption in Turkey

Washington and 
Tehran negotiating

The need for 
a new strategy

Ferid Belhaj

Maajid Nawaz

Terrorism in Sinai

P2-3

P10

P20

P13

P13

P7

P11

Oussama Romdhani

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Mona Alami

Thomas Seibert

Amal Mudallali

Riad Kahwaji

Amr Emam

Dalal Saoud

Mahmud el-Shafey

P15 P8P19

Issue 12, Year 1
July 3, 2015UK £2/ EU €2.50

Anguish, defiance in the UK after attacks

Beirut and Tunis

J 

ihadist killers, inspired if not 
directed by the Islamic State 
(ISIS), slaughtered more than 
65 people and wounded hun-
dreds more in a June 26th 

wave of violence that ran from an 
industrial zone in south-eastern 
France, through a crowded Tunisian 
tourist beach to a Shia mosque in 
Kuwait.

Rarely has there been a one-day 
terrorist broadside on such a geo-
graphical sweep and it underlined 
the capabilities of ISIS to attack any-
where, not just in the Muslim world 
but the West as well.

The intention was clearly to tar-
get Shia Muslims and Westerners, 
branded as apostates and infidels 
by ISIS, stir sectarian unrest, un-
dermine the collapsing Middle East 
order and radicalise a generation of 
angry and unemployed young peo-
ple. It seeks to destroy the fragile, 
fledgling democracy in Tunisia, the 
one state to emerge from the “Arab 
spring” with any prospect of real po-
litical change.

A week after the June 26th ram-
pages it is still unclear whether this 
was a coordinated ISIS assault or the 
work of lone wolf jihadists acting in-
dependently in coincidentally near-
simultaneous attacks. But ISIS’s im-
primatur was clearly evident, even if 
at a distance. Three days earlier the 
Sunni group’s spokesman urged its 
followers to attack Shias and “apos-
tates” during Ramadan and to mark 
the anniversary of the caliphate ISIS 
declared on June 29, 2014.

There are fears of more attacks in-
spired by the ISIS call to arms in the 
remaining days of the Ramadan.

 The day of horror began near 
Lyon in France. At around 9.30am, 
delivery driver Yassine Salhi de-
capitated his employer then stuck 
the head, along with flags bearing 
Islamic inscriptions on the fence of 
a US-owned factory.

Salhi, a local Muslim, then drove 
his truck into the factory where an 
explosion destroyed a storage build-
ing containing liquid air, acetone 
and gas cylinders. Security officials 
said Salhi, who was arrested, want-
ed to blow up the entire facility.

Officials said Salhi had been moni-
tored by security agencies for links 
to Salafists in France since 2006, 
but the surveillance was called off 
in 2014. He appeared to be a “lone 

wolf” operative but beheadings are 
an ISIS signature.

The second atrocity took place 
soon after in Kuwait City. A Saudi 
suicide bomber detonated explo-
sives hidden under his white robes 
at a Shia mosque packed with 2,000 
worshippers for noon prayers. The 
blast killed 27 and wounded 227.

The attack was claimed by the 
Wilayat Najd, an ISIS affiliate. It 
bombed two Shia mosques in Saudi 
Arabia and killed 26 people in May.

But the bloodiest assault was on 
Boujaafar beach at the Tunisian 
resort of Sousse where a gunman 
killed 38 people and wounded doz-
ens more. Almost all of the victims 
were European tourists.

Witnesses said the killer was 
“very, very calm” as he strolled 
down the beach firing an assault rifle 

at holidaymakers.
He continued his indiscriminate 

killing at a hotel before he was shot 
dead by police. They identified him 
as Seifeddine Rezgui, an engineer-
ing student in Kairouan. 

ISIS claimed responsibility for the 
slaughter and described Rezgui as 
“a soldier of the caliphate”.

The massacre was clearly intend-
ed to destroy Tunisia’s tourism in-
dustry, its economic mainstay. In an 
attack in March at the Bardo Nation-
al Museum in Tunis, terrorists killed 
21 people, almost all foreigners.

Ed Blanche, based in Beirut, is 
Analysis section editor of The Arab 
Weekly.  Yassine Halila is a Tunis 
correspondent.

London

T 

he United Kingdom react-
ed with shock and defi-
ance to the June 26th ter-
rorist attack in Tunisia, 
in which 30 British tour-

ists were killed by an Islamic State 
(ISIS) gunman, the largest loss of 
British life to terrorism since the 
7/7 bombings of the London under-
ground in 2005.

British Prime Minister David 
Cameron warned that Islamic ex-
tremists “have declared war on 
Britain and they are attacking our 
people at home and overseas”.

In the wake of the attack, UK tour 
operators cancelled holidays to 
Tunisia and sent extra aeroplanes 
to the North African country to 
pick up tourists seeking to leave. 
Travel agents Thomson and First 
Choice cancelled all flights to Tu-

nisia while the British Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office warned that 
more terrorist attacks in Tunisia 
were possible.

Local reports confirmed that Brit-
ish and Western holidaymakers in 
Sousse rushed to the nearby Enfid-
ha airport the day after the attack.

Saloua Kadria, Sousse’s tour-
ism commissioner, said more than 
3,000 foreign tourists, including 
approximately 2,200 Britons, left 
the town within 24 hours after the 
attack. The Association of British 
Travel Agents (ABTA) said approxi-
mately 20,000 Britons were on hol-
iday in Tunisia at the time.

Some tourists defiantly remained 
in Sousse, organising a candlelight 
vigil on the beach on June 27th to 
honour the victims.

Holidaymakers and locals left 
tributes, including flowers and 
notes, at the scene of the attack. 
One note, written in German and 
English, asked simply: “Why?” 
Others read: “We are sorry” and 
“We will never forget you.”

Craig Reed, 42, from Wales, said 
he and his family had no intention 
of cutting their holiday short. “It’s 
just one idiot trying to wreck eve-
rything for the Tunisians,” he told 
the Guardian newspaper.

James and Adele Hope Urwin 
also said they would stay and com-
plete their holiday, with James 
Urwin saying he had been travel-
ling through central London dur-
ing the 7/7 attacks and that had not 
stopped him from returning to the 
city.

Survivors of the massacre praised 
the actions of Sousse locals, includ-

ing hotel workers who 
reportedly formed a hu-
man shield to protect 
tourists. One UK tour-
ist, John Yeoman, 
on holiday with his 
wife at a nearby re-
sort, tweeted that 
staff members had 
“saved many lives”.

In comments to the 
Independent, Yeoman’s 
wife said another cou-
ple had told her the 
hotel staff were yelling, 
“You’ll have to get past 
us and we’re Muslim.” 
to the gunman. The 
bravery of the Tunisian 
hotel staff “makes you 
have a little more faith in 
humanity”, she said.

Mahmud el-Shafey 
is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in 
London.

New attacks feared after
Tunisia, Kuwait, France

Mahmud el-Shafey

Rarely has there 
been a one-day 
terrorist broadside 
on such a 
geographical sweep

Ed Blanche and Yassine Halila
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Tunisians grieving over the shootings.
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killed by an Islamic 
State (ISIS) gunman
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The Sousse terrorist episode   and the Tunisian exception
Tunis

F 

riday, June 26th, at noon 
marked one of the sad-
dest moments in the his-
tory of Tunisia. For a fate-
ful half hour, the city of 

Sousse was no longer the “Pearl of 
the Coast” as it is often referred to 
in Tunisia.

The postcard image of the 
Tunisian Riviera was tragically 
shattered. On that gloriously sunny 
day, the blood of European tourists 
seeped gruesomely into the sea and 
into the pools of one of Sousse’s 
top hotels. The lives of 38 British, 
German and other Western holiday-
makers were brutally interrupted by 
a Kalashnikov-wielding terrorist.

His shooting was random but 
there was a pattern to his madness. 
The 23-year-old Tunisian terrorist 
conspicuously spared the lives 
of other Tunisians. Much like the 
perpetrators of terrorist acts that 
day in Kuwait and Paris, he was 
blinded by a monochrome vision of 
humanity that sees no value in the 
lives of people of other faiths, sects 
or creeds.

He was also committing the 
ultimate hypocrisy by sparing 
Tunisian lives while destroying 
the livelihoods of some 400,000 
Tunisians who depend on tourist 
dollars.

But the economic fallout is part of 
a deeper and multifaceted terrorism 
threat.

Seifeddine Rezgui, the 
perpetrator of the Sousse attack, is 
representative of a lost generation 
of young Tunisians drawn to the 
jihadist narrative of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda through 
mosques and, above all, the internet. 

Not many years ago, he was a 
breakdance enthusiast successfully 
pursuing graduate studies in 
electrical engineering. He was an 
assiduous student not known to 
have even travelled abroad.

Why? That is the anguished 
question that keeps coming up in 
Tunisia these days. Politicians are 
expediently blaming each other for 
the situation. Points of contention 
include the government errors 
committed during the last four 
years. The most serious of them 
were unfortunate political decisions 
that led to the fraying of the security 
system.

After 2011, especially under 
the rule of the Islamist-led 
government, Salafists were allowed 
to take advantage of the country’s 
new freedoms as well as of the 
power vacuum that emerged in 
neighbouring Libya after the fall of 
despot Muammar Qaddafi.  That 
vacuum facilitated the transit of 
weapons and Tunisian would-be 
jihadists across borders. Security 
sources told Reuters on June 30th, 
Rezgui is “likely to have trained in 
a Libyan camp”. About 4,000 young 
Tunisians are estimated to have 
travelled to the killing fields of Syria 
and Iraq.

It should have surprised no one 
that the same Salafist networks 
eventually promoted jihad at 
home. The mosques that served 
as venues for recruitment and 
radicalisation of Tunisia’s foreign 
legion helped brainwash people like 
Rezgui. No fewer than 80 mosques 
remain under the sway of radical 
preachers. Tunisian authorities 
have promised to take control of 
them within a week. A number of 
non-governmental organisations 
are suspected of channelling funds 
to Salafists. They are also being 
investigated.

But it is not just the mistakes 
of the last four years. There was 

Terrorism and 
economic failure 
could kill democracy

The economic fallout 
is part of a deeper 
and multifaceted 
terrorism threat

Oussama Romdhani

The Sousse attack is not an attack on Tunisia alone

T
he June 26th attack in 
Sousse, Tunisia, 
which killed 38 people 
and wounded dozens 
more, will surely have 
a tremendous effect 

on Tunisia’s tourism economy. 
But the attack should not be seen 
as an attack on Tunisia alone.

Rather, this most recent attack 
and the shootings three months 
ago at Tunisia’s Bardo National 
Museum are assaults on the West 
and would probably have been 
directed at the United States as a 
target, if the perpetrator had the 
ability to have done so.

These attacks come on top of 
Islamic State (ISIS) destruction of 
priceless antiquities in Iraq and 
Syria. Whether the attacks are by 
ISIS or other groups or individu-
als who share their motivation, 
they are meant to stamp out any 
vestige of Western culture and 
serve as an ominous warning of 
the determination of the Islamist 
extremists to see Western 
influence stopped.

Tunisia has succeeded so far in 
its path to democracy and 
establishing a working democracy 
in the small North African 
country, hitherto relatively free 
from violence, was achieved in a 
relatively short time .

Tunisia is a fitting example of 
what the West needs more of: 
countries in the Mediterranean 
region that can achieve democ-

racy rather than turn to violent 
chaos as in the case of Libya, Syria 
and Iraq.

Tourism is a very important 
bridge in protecting the free 
world’s ability to share experi-
ences and Western values. When 
terrorists can stifle such bridges, 
we all will pay a heavy price and 
give a victory to a very dangerous 
element.

The United States and Europe 
have pledged support to Tunisia 
and have been providing assis-
tance but much more has to be 
done. US President Barack Obama 
has cited Tunisia numerous times 
in recognition of its achieve-
ments, against tremendous odds, 
of becoming a true democracy. It 
is important that Obama ensure 
that these are not just congratula-
tory words, but are supported by 
financial and security support for 
Tunisia.

Tunisia cannot bear alone the 
sacrifices and the risks its citizens 
have made to bring democracy to 
their country.

If Tunisia’s penalty for having 
achieved a Western-type, demo-
cratic political system and 
providing Western vacationers 
with an open-minded country 
that welcomes some 6 million 
Europeans and Americans is to 
become yet another target for 
jihadists, then the West will have 
forsaken the one country in an 
otherwise troubled neighbour-
hood that has had the backbone to 
implement a Western form of 
democracy despite all the risks 
involved.

Jerry Sorkin has been involved 
in marketing and business 
development in Tunisia as well 
as other MENA countries with an 
emphasis on cultural tourism. He is 
founder and president of TunisUSA 
and Iconic Journeys Worldwide.

Jerry Sorkin

View point
Tunisia is 
a fitting 
example of 
what the 
West needs 
more of

The attack will surely 
have a tremendous effect 
on Tunisia’s tourism 
economy

Tourist and police patrol a few days after the attack
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For a fateful half 
hour, the city of 
Sousse was no longer 
the “Pearl of the 
Coast”

Tunis

J 

ust hours after Seifeddine 
Rezgui killed 38 Western 
tourists at the Tunisian 
beach resort of Sousse, vid-
eo emerged on social media 

of the 23-year-old showing off his 
breakdancing moves and agility.

In the opening seconds of the 
video, a friend presents an adoles-
cent Rezgui as “Sésco”, “the young-
est breakdancer in the Ezzouhour 
neighbourhood”,  referring to part 
of Rezgui’s hometown Gaafour.

Dressed in a hip-hop cap, a gold-
en necklace and a long-sleeve black 
shirt emblazoned with a golden 
graphic that reads “This is me,” 
Rezgui performs stylish dances 
and spectacular somersaults to a 
remixed hit of Belgian rapper Stro-
mae.

Sésco’s early social media activity, 
as well as testimonies from friends, 
reveals a profile that resembles that 
of many Tunisian youngsters. He 
played football in the streets, sat at 
the local café with friends and lis-
tened to Shakira and Eminem.

In the space of a few years, how-
ever, Sésco transformed into “Abu 
Yahya al-Qayrawani”, the jihadist 
moniker Rezgui adopted once his 

radicalisation became complete. 
Kairouan, some 150 kilometres 
south of Gaafour and 60 kilome-
tres west of Sousse, is where Rezgui 
pursued his studies after graduating 
from high school and where he be-
came radicalised.

Since the 2011 Tunisian revolu-
tion, Kairouan has become a hub 
of extremist Islam. Ansar al-Sharia, 
a radical Islamist group linked to 
terrorist attacks in Tunisia and in-
volved in recruiting jihadists for the 
Islamic State (ISIS), had its second 
national rally there in 2012.

Rezgui showed signs of radicalisa-
tion after enrolling in a professional 
master’s programme in electrical 
engineering last October. According 
to a report by a Tunisian TV chan-
nel, he grew a beard and frequented 
suspect mosques where he, in all 
likelihood, was intensely indoctri-
nated.

Tunisian Prime Minister Habib 
Essid revealed in a news conference 
following the attack that Rezgui was 
completely unknown to authorities. 
He was issued a passport in 2013 but 
never travelled abroad.

Rezgui’s transformation also ap-
parently came as a surprise to his 
friends and family, who say that he 
was an affable and respectful man 
with introverted tendencies. News 
reports have shown an incredulous 
and shocked Hakim Rezgui, father 
of the assailant, bemoaning the fate 
of his son, saying: “He did not have 
any problems with anyone. I have 
no clue who put these ideas in his 
head.”

Seifeddine Rezgui was known to 
be an observant Muslim who prayed 
regularly but seldom talked about 
religion.

None of his relatives noticed any-
thing out of the ordinary in the days 
preceding the attack when Rezgui 
was home in Gaafour. His uncle 
Hassine Rezgui said that on June 
25th, a day before the attack, his 
nephew “took a shower, shaved and 
said that he was going out with a 
friend”. Rezgui told his grandfather 
the same.

One June 26th, Rezgui, clean-
shaven, carrying a beach umbrella 
and dressed in a black T-shirt and 
shorts, looked like any other holi-
daymaker as he strolled leisurely on 
the Imperial Marhaba Hotel beach, 

moments before shooting.
While it is almost certain that 

Rezgui had support in planning 
and executing the attack, the gun-
man’s affiliation with any organisa-
tions or groups remains uncertain. 
ISIS praised in an official statement 
the Tunisian jihadist’s “major raid” 
against “nationals of the crusader 
alliance countries” but the extent of 
its involvement is unknown.

It is possible that Rezgui’s at-
tack was that of a self-motivated 
lone wolf, though a Tunisian secu-
rity source told Reuters that Rezgui 
“was in contact with extremists 
outside of Tunisia, through the in-
ternet”.

Rafik Chelli, Tunisian secretary 
of the state to the minister of the 

interior, told the Associated Press 
on June 30th that Rezgui had ille-
gally crossed into Libya in January 
and received training in Sabratha, 
a town in north-western Libya con-
trolled by jihadists.

“It has been confirmed that the 
attacker trained in Libya with weap-
ons at the same period as the Bardo 
attackers,” Chelli said.

Rezgui was in Libya at the same 
time than Yassine Labidi and Saber 
Khachnaoui, perpetrators of the ter-
rorist attack against the Bardo Na-
tional Museum in March. The Bardo 
attack targeted tourists as well and 
was also claimed by ISIS.

Yassine Halila is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Tunis.

Yassine Halila

increasingly a fertile ground for 
radicalisation well before; in 
the decades of socioeconomic 
development that were out of sync 
with reality; in the failed education 
policies that have not taught young 
people to value life, much less 
work; in the unfulfilled promise of 
modernity; and in the propensity 
of Tunisians to believe they will 
always remain an “exception” in the 
Arab region.

Such failures led desperate young 
people to take to the streets, in 2010, 
demanding jobs and dignity and 
toppling the regime on their way.

The Tunisian cultural exception 
has been atrophying for decades 
now. Artists and activists are 
trying today to fight back. But for 
at least a fringe of the population, 
the Bourguiba-bred values of 
moderation and openness have 
proved to be no match to the 
onslaught of religious extremism 
brought about by Middle Eastern 
preachers and amplified by satellite 
television and the internet.

Like the breakdancer who 
mutated into a mass murderer, 
thousands of successful, often 
middle-class students have chosen 
to become suicide bombers and 
brutal killers in Iraq and Syria.

Mass communication has proven 
the ultimate homogeniser of Arab 
youth. Too many young Tunisians 
have ended up being possessed 
by the same demons as their other 
Arab brethren. The same bellicose 
interpretation of Islam. The same 
reactionary spasms. The same 
anti-Western impulses. The same 
conspiracy theories to explain the 
world.

Inadequate development polices, 
corruption and ineptitude led to 
growth of the so-called informal 
economy, a euphemism for a 
trafficking activity that finances 
terrorism and does not provide 
unemployed young graduates with 
a reliable income.

For many years already, the 
instinct of self preservation had 
lost its meaning for thousands of 
ill-educated and impressionable 

young Tunisians who fell prey to 
utter despair. From taking their 
chance on rickety boats to Europe to 
seeking false martyrdom in foreign 
lands, it has been a thin line to cross.

The Sousse attack has left 
Tunisians feeling despondent and 
confused. But past the initial shock, 
Tunisians must take ownership 
of their problems. More than four 
years after having risen against 
an authoritarian regime that had 
outlasted its welcome, it is time for 
Tunisians to start building a normal 
state where security and sound 
economic management buttress 
democratic governance.

Tunisia could still be the 
exception as a successful democracy 
in the Arab world, but that requires 
success on the economic and 
security fronts. In the short run, the 
poster child of the “Arab spring” has 
to find the means and the adequate 
strategy to defeat terrorism without 
reverting to authoritarianism; the 
same way it has to defend freedom 
without letting extremists take 
advantage of it. Tunisia has also to 
stabilise its economy and put it on 
the path to recovery.

In the absence of such conditions, 
the democratic process will be in 
jeopardy. Terrorism and economic 
failure could kill democracy.

The Tunisian political class is 
generally viewed with scepticism 
because it has not been able to shed 
its divisiveness even as terrorists are 
hammering at the gates. National 
unity has yet to replace political 
sniping.

In Iraq and Libya, ostracised 
and persecuted former elites 
have sought revenge by providing 
support to jihadists. But Tunisia’s 
former elites never resisted regime 
change and have shown no affinity 
with the jihadists. Senior civil 

servants who served competently 
under the previous regime await a 
national reconciliation process that 
will allow them to contribute once 
again to their country and help it 
meet its challenges, including terror.

Other countries should stop 
selling Tunisians a pie in the sky. 
The Deauville and the Schloss 
Elmau Group of Seven summits 
did not send Tunisians the strong 
message of hope they wanted to 
hear. Disappointment with the West 

is widespread. So is the sense among 
Tunisians of being left on their own. 
The security challenge posed by 
regional dynamics of radicalism 
and terror is beyond Tunisia’s own 
capacity. The army, for instance, 
is still in need of helicopters and 
other equipment to effectively fight 
terrorists in the country’s forested 
mountains. Final delivery of some 
of that equipment will incredibly 
have to wait till 2018.

If there is ever going to be a real 

and lasting Tunisian exception, 
Tunisians will have to work hard 
to earn it. They will be obviously 
able to do so only with the help of 
friends. The strong sense of shame 
Tunisians feel today over the 
senseless deaths of foreign guests 
in their midst might be a clue that 
they have already started on that 
arduous path.

Oussama Romdhani is the chief 
editor of The Arab Weekly.

Clearer profile of terrorist emerging

I have no clue who 
put these ideas in his 
head
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Kuwait

B  

y sending a Saudi Arabian 
suicide bomber to Kuwait 
and recruiting local mem-
bers of a stateless under-
class to help him attack a 

Shia mosque, an Islamic State cell 
struck at the Gulf Arab monarchy’s 
most potent internal divisions.

Relations have traditionally been 
good between the 70% of Kuwait’s 
1.4 million citizens who are Sunni 
and the Shia who make up 30% but 
regional rivalry between Sunni Sau-
di Arabia and Shia Iran has opened 
fissures.

The country, home to the region’s 
most open Arab society, is also di-
vided between descendents of its 
original townsfolk and those of 
Bedouin tribes, between Islamists 
and liberals and between rich and 
poor.

For decades, Kuwait’s ruling al-
Sabah family has played the social, 
religious and political groupings off 
against each other, critics say, while 
sidelining injustices such as the 
plight of more than 130,000 state-
less bidoon, a term meaning “with-
out”.

The Islamic State (ISIS) is adept 
at exploiting vulnerabilities with its 
violently puritanical message and 
call to an Islamist utopia, a tactic it 
could use in other Gulf Arab states 
where, despite great wealth, bitter 
inequalities persist. While many 
Kuwaitis say they hope the govern-
ment will respond to this challenge 
by addressing internal problems 
and maintaining its open tradition, 
they fret it will instead follow the 
authoritarian lead of Saudi Arabia.

“Now there is a lot of fear after 
this action that the government 
will take more measures regard-
ing more security, more limits of 
rights,” said Mohammed al-Dallal, a 
former member of parliament with 
the Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated 
Islamic Constitutional Movement.

The June 26th suicide attack, 
which killed 27 people and injured 
more than 200, put Kuwait on the 
front line of a jihadist problem that 
has been aggravated in its neigh-
bour Iraq by the tussle for regional 
dominance between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran.

Kuwait is a rare island of com-
parative openness in the Gulf, with 
elected members of parliament 
who can challenge the ruling fam-
ily’s appointed government and a 
tradition of free debate that allows 
critics to publicly question both the 
state and regional heavyweights.

This diversity has carried a po-
litical price, as the al-Sabah dy-
nasty has often taken advantage of 
splits to maintain its rule, giving or 
withholding patronage to prevent 
any group from growing powerful 
enough to threaten its primacy.

In recent years, seemingly urged 
on by Gulf allies, it has grown less 
tolerant of dissent, jailing citizens 
for tweets critical of the al-Sabah 
family and changing electoral laws 
in ways critics say make it harder 
for the opposition to win a majority 
in parliament.

What some fear is that the gov-
ernment will become the last mem-
ber of the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC), which includes Saudi Ara-
bia, Qatar, Bahrain, the United Arab 
Emirates and Oman, to approve a 
security agreement that could limit 
rights.

Drive up the highway west out of 
Kuwait City, through dowdy sub-
urbs and large open areas of scrub 
trees intersected by electricity py-

lons, and you pass first the bidoon 
area of Sulaibiya and eventually the 
tribal district of al-Jahra.

The houses are smaller and shab-
bier than in Kuwait’s inner city 
where the scions of wealthy mer-
chants, both Sunni and Shia, and 
the professional classes live.

Many bidoon are descendants of 
Bedouin nomads from inside Ku-
wait who failed to register with au-
thorities when borders were set 50 
years ago, while others are recent 
undocumented migrants from Iraq 
seeking access to Kuwait’s riches.

At least two of the suspects Ku-
wait has detained after the mosque 
attack are from this disenfran-
chised community, as was the Iraq-
born father of Mohammed Emwazi, 
known in the West as ISIS”s “Jihadi 
John”.

“Islamic State will find some an-
gry people because of some social 
issues. I think number one is the 

bidoon,” said Dallal, describing the 
issue as a “time bomb”.

Kuwait’s Bedouin tribes, while 
much better off than the bidoon, 
have historically been looked down 
on by city folk, who often regard 
them as unsophisticated, while 
they have often seen cosmopolitan 
urbanites as irreligious.

It was among these groups that 
Salafism, the ultra-strict strain of 
Sunni Islam native to Saudi Arabia, 
has thrived in Kuwait, with its sym-
pathy for tribal traditions, its egali-
tarian approach to those within its 
fold and intolerance of Shiism.

Fuhaid al-Humailan, spokesman 
for a Bedouin Salafi party, con-

demned the June 26th bombing 
but quickly turned to what he de-
scribed as terrorism perpetrated by 
the West and Shia Iran against Arab 
Sunnis as representing Kuwait’s 
main threat.

In the 1980s, the government 
encouraged Salafists as a counter-
weight to the Muslim Brotherhood 
and the movement has grown ever 
since, becoming a force that held 
many seats in the last parliament 
and has mobilised young people on 
the street.

Although the Muslim Brother-
hood has had fundraising events for 
rebels in Syria, providing cash that 
the West believes may have gone to 
militants, it is Salafists whose ties 
to jihadist groups most worry Ku-
waiti liberals and Shias.

“Salafist extremism existed in 
Kuwait a long time ago. But the 
government gave us deaf ears. They 
didn’t listen until this tragedy hap-
pens,” said Ali al-Baghli, a liberal 
former oil minister at a diwaniya, 
as Kuwaitis call their nightly salons.

As Shia victims were buried June 
27th, Kuwait’s flag hung at half staff 
by the emir’s seafront palace and 
condolences were heard in the Sun-
ni Grand Mosque.

Shia Muslims at the funeral, the 
men and women sipping thimbles 
of tea at the salon held at a liberal 
political society and Islamists in 
a Bedouin district outside Kuwait 
City all commended their ruler, 
Sheikh Sabah Ahmad al-Sabah, for 
visiting the bomb site within an 
hour of the attack.

Yet despite the emotional pledg-
es of unity and allegiance, few 
people said they expected mean-
ingful changes in how the al-Sabah 
family handled the grievances ISIS 
exploited and still fewer seemed 
to agree on what changes, if any, 
should be made.
(Reuters)

London

A 

Shia mosque in Kuwait 
was among the targets of 
the three June 26th ter-
rorist attacks. The assault 
on the mosque left 27 

people dead and 227 injured. 
Kuwaiti officials identified the 

suicide bomber behind the attack 
as Saudi national Fahad Suleiman 
Abdulmohsen Al-Gabbaa.

The attack, the first in Kuwait 
in more than two decades, was 
claimed by the Islamic State (ISIS) 
group’s Saudi affiliate, the so-
called Najd Province, the same 
ISIS branch responsible for attacks 
on Shia mosques in Saudi Arabia’s 
Eastern Province in late May, which 
resulted in the deaths of 26 people.

A statement on social media ac-
counts affiliated with the terrorist 
group named the bomber as Abu 
Suleiman al-Muwahed, a possible 
nom de guerre for Gabbaa, and said 
the operation targeted a “temple 
of the rejectionists”, a term pejo-
ratively used by Islamist militant 
groups to describe followers of the 
Shia doctrine.

The bombing sparked outrage 
within Kuwaiti society. “The wrath 
of God will come upon ISIS and 
everyone who is supporting them 
and collecting funds for them un-
der the cover of helping refugees 
and orphans,” wrote Hamad al-
Baghli, a Kuwaiti, on Twitter.

The day after the bombings thou-
sands of Kuwaitis attended the fu-
nerals of 18 of the victims, despite 
the scorching summer heat. The 

mourners, who included women in 
black Islamic dress, carried Kuwaiti 
flags and black-and-green banners 
bearing religious slogans.

“This crowd is the proof that the 
objectives of the criminal act have 
failed,” parliament Speaker Mar-
zouq al-Ghanim said.

“We want to deliver a message to 
Daesh (an Arabic acronym for ISIS) 
that we are united brothers among 
the Sunnis and Shias, and they can-
not divide us,” Abdulfatah al-Mu-
tawwia, a Kuwaiti whose brother 
died in the bombing, said in Iraq.

Kuwait has one of the largest 
Shia communities in the Gulf. Such 
communities have been among the 
prime targets of ISIS. A week before 
the June 26th attacks, the terrorist 
group’s chief propagandist, Abu 
Mohammed al-Adnani, released an 
audio message calling on followers 
of the group to target “kuffars (in-
fidels), Crusaders, Shias and apos-
tates”.

Adnani claimed these operations 
during the holy month of Ramadan 
would lead to great rewards in the 
afterlife.

Kuwait authorities arrested Gab-
baa’s driver and the owner of the 
car that took him to the Al-Imam 
Al-Sadeq mosque. The Interior 
Ministry identified them as Ab-
dulrahman Saud and Jarrah Ghazi; 
both considered members of Ku-
wait’s “stateless” Bedouin popula-
tion.

It is worth mentioning that noto-
rious ISIS executioner Mohammed 
Emwazi, known as “Jihadi John”, 
is also from Kuwait’s Bedouin 
population, who number around 
110,000 and are considered non-

citizens in Kuwait.
In October 2014, US officials said 

that Qatar and Kuwait were not do-
ing enough to stop the ISIS funding. 
David Cohen, Treasury undersecre-
tary for terrorism and financial in-
telligence, lauded the cooperation 
from some Gulf countries, such as 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates, but said that Qatar and 
Kuwait were still “permissive juris-
dictions for terrorist financing”.  

Two months earlier, the US De-
partment of the Treasury designat-
ed three Kuwaiti nationals as ter-
rorism financiers, with two of the 
individuals accused of funding al-
Nusra Front in Syria, while the third 
individual, named Abd al-Rahman 
Khalaf al-‘Anizi, was identified for 
supporting ISIS.

According to UK newspaper the 
Guardian, up to 800 Kuwaitis are 
thought to have travelled to join 
ISIS and several hundred are be-
lieved to have since returned to Ku-
wait. In September 2014, a coalition 
of GCC countries, which did not 
include Kuwait, joined the United 
States in bombing ISIS targets in 
Syria, in what US President Barack 
Obama described as evidence “to 
the world that this is not America’s 
fight alone” and that governments 
in the Middle East are rejecting ISIS.

Kuwait’s cabinet announced after 
an emergency meeting on the day of 
the attack that all security agencies 
and police had been put on alert to 
confront what it called “black ter-
ror”. Kuwaiti Justice and Islamic Af-
fairs Minister Yaqoub al-Sane said 
additional security measures would 
be taken around mosques and places 

of worship. Countries and organi-
sations, including the United Na-
tions and the United States, issued 
statements deploring the bombing. 
Eight Islamist, liberal and Shia po-
litical groups condemned the at-

tack in a joint statement and called 
on the government to confront ex-
tremists.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

In Kuwait, ISIS tried to exploit vulnerabilities

Massacre in Kuwait sparks outrage

Open political debate in Kuwait’s parliament.

The Islamic State 
will find some angry 
people because of 
some social issues

The suicide attack 
put Kuwait on the 
front line of a 
jihadist problem

The assault on the 
mosque left 27 
people dead and 227 
injured

The day after the 
bombings, 
thousands of 
Kuwaitis attended 
the funerals

The attack, the first 
in Kuwait in more 
than two decades, 
was claimed by the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 

Mohammed Alkhereiji
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Ramadan bloodshed and the threat of more
Beirut

T 

he Ramadan terror attacks 
on June 26th are what are 
known in security circles 
as lone wolf operations, 
low-level and unsophisti-

cated, the hardest type of terrorist 
action to prevent because there is 
no outside support by established 
groups and therefore no organisa-
tion to penetrate.

Properly carried out, such attacks 
by individuals against soft targets 
such as the tourist-filled Boujaaf-
far beach at the Tunisian resort 
of Sousse, worshippers in the Shia 
Imam al-Sadiq mosque in Kuwait 
and a US-owned chemical ware-
house in the L’Isle-d’Abeau indus-
trial zone in south-eastern France, 
can cause havoc in every sector of 
society.

Successful lone wolf attacks are 
gold dust to terrorist organisations 
because they hit ordinary people, 
cause crippling panic, force govern-
ments to impose severe security 
measures that erode civil liberties 
and thus further radicalisation, 
particularly among the young. 
In Tunis, authorities closed Shia 
mosques that are outside govern-
ment control.

Lone wolf strikes are the terror-
ist version of “death by a thousand 
cuts” writ large — and there are like-
ly to be more of them in the days to 
come.

It is still not yet clear whether the 
June 26th attacks were coordinat-
ed, although they were carried out 
within the space of a few hours.

The Islamic State (ISIS) has been 
directly linked to only the suicide 
bombing in Kuwait. One of its Gulf 
affiliates, the Wilayat Najd (Prov-

ince of Najd), claimed it was respon-
sible. The group’s name refers to 
Saudi Arabia’s central Najd region, 
which is the heartland of the ex-
treme Wahhabi strain of Islam that 
jihadists embrace.

Wilayat Najd also claimed re-
sponsibility for the bombing of Shia 
mosques in the kingdom on May 
22nd and May 29th that killed 25 
people and wounded dozens.

What is telling is that the June 
26th strikes occurred three days 
after ISIS spokesman Abu Moham-
mad al-Adnani called for a wave of 
Ramadan violence to mark the first 
anniversary of the proclamation of 
an Islamic caliphate in Mosul, Iraq, 
on June 29, 2014.

In a radio broadcast on June 23rd, 
Adnani urged followers of ISIS lead-
er Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the self-
proclaimed “Caliph Ibrahim”, to 
“become exposed to martyrdom” to 
inflict “calamity” on his opponents. 
“O holy warriors everywhere, hurry 
to make the month of Ramadan a 
month of disaster for the apostates,” 
he said in his exhortation.

Whether or not ISIS actually mas-
terminded the far-flung carnage of 
June 26th, the attacks underline 
the jihadists’ growing reach and the 
apparent ease with which they can 
strike anywhere, any time against 
society’s soft underbelly, and the 
group’s ability to inspire, if not co-
ordinate, indiscriminate assaults 
even while locked in major wars in 
Iraq and Syria.

ISIS considers the Shia to be apos-
tates who can be killed with im-
punity. The intention of the Saudi 
mosque bombings is clear: to ignite 
sectarian clashes in the world’s larg-
est oil exporter and bring down a 
monarchy jihadists consider cor-
rupt and illegitimate.

The May bombings indicate 
that ISIS cells are embedded in 
the kingdom to a greater extent 
than was generally suspected and 
that ISIS has long-term objectives  
in the kingdom and the Gulf region.

“Many observers… believed that 
Iranian influence in Iraqi Shia poli-
tics would never reach its current 

peak,” observed US analyst Aaron Y. 
Zelin of the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy.

“So it’s important to understand 
the worst-case developments that 
ISIS seeks to foment in Saudi Ara-
bia. Some Shia in the kingdom are 
already beginning to create popular 
mobilisation committees similar to 
those Iran is using in Iraq to fight 
ISIS there,” he said.

When Baghdadi announced the 
establishment of Wilayat Najd and 
another affiliate in Yemen, he told 
his followers that Shias should be 
their first target, emphasising the 
wider threat to the Islamic legitima-
cy of the House of Saud and shaping 
events to the jihadists’ advantage 
while upending the established or-

der in the region.
A sustained ISIS campaign in 

Saudi Arabia could drive its Shia 
minority, concentrated in the oil-
rich Eastern Province, into rising 
against a regime that has long kept 
it marginalised without basic rights 
and undermine stability in the 
birthplace of Islam and the religious 
heart of its dominant sect, the Sun-
nis.

That would drive Saudi Shias to 
seek protection from Tehran, which 
would leave the House of Saud un-
der assault from two quarters. The 
current attacks constitute Saudi 
Arabia’s greatest internal security 
threat since it crushed an al-Qaeda 
insurgency in 2003-06.

“There’s something familiar 

about the Islamic State’s current 
terrorist campaign in Saudi Arabia,” 
observed Bilal Y. Saab, Middle East 
security analyst with the Atlantic 
Council.

“It looks an awful lot like al-
Qaeda’s 12 years ago… This time 
the enemy is more resilient and re-
sourceful… [Osama] bin Laden un-
derstood that ultimately he would 
need to wage war with Saudi Ara-
bia over the biggest stakes of all: 
control over Islam’s holy cities and 
enormous oil wealth.”

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle East security 
issues for publications such as 
Jane’s Intelligence Review and 
Jane’s Defence Weekly. 

British Home Secretary Theresa May (front R) French Interior Minister Bernard Cazeneuve (front L) 
German Interior Minister Thomas de Maiziere (front 2nd L) and Tunisia’s Interior Minister Najem 
Gharsalli in Sousse.

James Bruce

The attacks 
underline the 
jihadists’ growing 
reach

Cover story June 26th attacks

France braces for lone wolf terrorist attacks

Paris

A 

s the Islamic State (ISIS) 
claimed responsibil-
ity for terrorist attacks 
in Kuwait and Tunisia, 
French investigators 

were scrambling to find out wheth-
er the grisly beheading of a French 
entrepreneur near Lyon and the 
attempt to blow up a sensitive US-
owned chemical factory was linked 
to an organised group.

The alternative — that it was an 
act by a “lone wolf” — sent chills 
down the spines of French officials 
as such attacks are much more 
difficult to predict and prevent. 
Though the attacker shouted “Al-
lahu Akbar” — “God is great” — and 
hung black flags similar to those 
of ISIS next to the severed head of 
his employer, the attack may have 
been triggered partly by personal 
motives in that the suspect had 
quarrelled with his boss and wife 
shortly before carrying out the 
crime.

French Interior Minister Ber-
nard Cazeneuve warned the coun-
try was not only threatened by 
jihadists returning to France from 
abroad but also by people who had 
never left the country and were in-
spired by ISIS propaganda and calls 
for action on the internet.

The suspect in the attack, Yassin 
Salhi, had no previous criminal re-
cord. Yet the 35-year-old father of 
three allegedly beheaded his em-
ployer, Hervé Cornara, 54, before 
his van was rammed into a chemi-
cal factory, to which Salhi had ac-
cess clearance as a delivery man. 

The suspect was overpowered as 
he tried to set acetone bottles on 
fire while shouting “Allahu Akbar”.

Whatever his motives were, the 
modus operandi of the suspect, 
who is said to have confessed to 
the crimes, struck fear in the media 
and public. The acts qualify as ter-
rorism according to French crimi-
nal law. The killer placed Cornara’s 

head on the gates of the plant with 
two flags bearing references to 
the shahada, the Muslim profes-
sion of faith. Moreover, Salhi sup-
posedly sent selfies, showing him 
next to the severed head, to a man 
believed to be in Syria. The man, 
identified as French citizen Sebast-
ien Younes, apparently left France 
last year to join jihadi groups.

French Prime Minister Manuel 
Valls warned his country was fac-
ing a major threat that needed to be 
fought over the long term, adding 
that the question was not whether 
there would be another attack, but 
when and where.

France is indeed vulnerable due 
to its high profile in the fight against 
ISIS, where it is engaged in both 
Iraq and the Sahel. More worrying-
ly, French citizens have departed by 
the hundreds to join jihadi ranks in 
Syria and Iraq. Some have returned 
to France with  newly acquired 
skills from the battlefield. Figures 
vary according to experts, but in 
Europe, France is cited to have the 
highest number of recruits to have 
left for Syria or Iraq.

The June 26th attack raised trou-
bling questions on the way France 
is fighting its internal terrorist 
threat.

Salhi had been on and off a French 
security watch list since 2006 for 
his links to a French thug known as 
Le Grand Ali who converted to Is-
lam in jail, and again in 2011 for his 
ties to Salafist circles around Lyon. 
He was dropped from the watch list 
as he had no direct ties to potential 
terrorist suspects.

This was not the first time French 
security agencies dropped suspects 
from an active watch list only to 
have them later carry out terrorist 
acts. This was the case in 2012 when 
Mohammed Merah killed three 
children at a Jewish school and 

four adults, including two French 
soldiers of Moroccan and Algerian 
origin.

The problem lies partly in the 
lack of personnel to monitor the 
thousands of potential security 
threats. A suspect is dropped from a 
watch list when nothing suspicious 
has been noted for a few months. 
It takes 25-30 agents to launch a 
proper surveillance operation of 
any given suspect.

Observers point out that it is 
impossible to identify every po-
tential individual threat with no 
operational or organisational link 
to a group and who therefore does 
not fit a typical terrorist profile. The 
very efficient propaganda of jihad-
ist web sites is sometimes enough 
to inspire individuals. At the start 
of Ramadan, a spokesman for ISIS 
called on Muslims to carry out at-
tacks. A few days later, the attacks 
of Tunisia, Kuwait and France took 
place.

For now, French authorities have 
stepped up security measures at 
Seveso sites, named after EU leg-
islation dealing with onshore acci-
dent hazards involving dangerous 
substances.

Following the jihadi attacks 
against the Charlie Hebdo satiri-
cal magazine and a Jewish grocery 
store that left 17 people dead in 
January, France has adopted a new 
intelligence law that makes it easier 
for large-scale electronic surveil-
lance to be conducted. French citi-
zens deemed to be suspicious are 
prevented from travelling abroad 
and their passports are seized.

 
Dominique Roch is a regular 
analyst and special correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.

France is vulnerable 
due to its high 
profile in the fight 
against ISIS

Dominique Roch

Inter-community gathering after incident.
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T 

he terror attacks in Kuwait, Tunisia and France 
betray dangerous new patterns.

Whether directly coordinated or not, the attacks 
show an ability to strike various targets at the same 
time and to recruit young operatives with no known 
criminal record.

The attacks resulted in more than 60 people killed on three 
continents. Beside death and destruction, the acts of terror were 
timed to cause maximum shock and horror around the world — 
and especially in the Muslim world, which is celebrating the holy 
month of Ramadan.

Let there be no doubt: This global enemy is dangerous. Based 
on the collective intelligence of its multinational membership, it 
is able to identify the vulnerabilities of Arab countries and those 
of the West as well.

The attack on Sousse, Tunisia, seemed designed to push 
Tunisia towards economic failure and chaos, as part of the 
blueprint by the Islamic State (ISIS) (and al-Qaeda before it) to 
create the right environment for the establishment of the 
sharia-ruled “caliphate”.

Tunisia likely will have to withstand more acts of terror, as its 
successful democratic experiment makes it an even more appeal-
ing target to jihadists who want to prove that democracy is not 
the answer. Libya’s security vacuum provides terrorists with a 
nearby launching pad for their activities in Tunisia, at the same 
time that Tunisian jihadists are exacerbating civil strife in Libya.

More perniciously, terrorists are trying to drive a wedge 
between Arabs and the West. The murder of 38 European tourists 
in the North African beach resort and the attack near Lyon are 
meant to tell Westerners they are not welcome in the Muslim 
world and not safe at home. Despite the understandable grief and 
fear caused by the killings, the Arab world and the West should 
not let the jihadists drive them apart.

Neither should the attack on Kuwait, one of the most open 
societies in the Arab world, be allowed to fuel sectarian animos-
ity. For centuries, Shias and other religious and ethnic minorities 
have lived in peace in North Africa and the Middle East. Terror-
ists should not be allowed to change that.

The most urgent task in the Arab and Muslim world is to face up 
to the jihadist narrative that has proven lethally attractive to a 
segment of the region’s youth population, which has come to 
disparage the values of modernity and proximity to the West. A 
counter-narrative that places value on life and promotes the true 
meaning of Islam is yet to be developed.

Furthermore, the shortcomings of socio-economic systems, 
the fraying of the family structure and the lack of vision by 
Western and Arab politicians alike have created the current mass 
system failures of MENA.

The stakes are high, for both the Arab world and the West, and 
there are no simple solutions. Terror will not go away any time 
soon. But there is still time to build the foundations of a terror-
free future. The missing elements are will and determination.

Facing up to ISIS terror 
Editorial

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

The predictable 
tragedy of Tunisian 
youth

I  

t is a simple four-letter 
word that is the key to 
understanding the tragedy 
of youth in Tunisia. In the 
beginning of 2011, the Tuni-
sian people led a revolution 

that would change the face of the 
Arab world. The reasons behind 
the uprising were clear: high 
unemployment, corruption and 
inequality.

They fought for hope. Four 
years later, hope is nowhere to be 
found.

It is important to look at the 
past few years to understand the 
present. One must understand 
that the blame is both national 
and global.

On a national level, the numer-
ous inexperienced political parties 
created in 2011 failed to boost the 
economy and provide jobs for the 
unemployed. The only noticeable 
achievement, since 2011, is free-
dom of speech. Nothing else.

There are two pillars needed 
for every emerging country to 
succeed: a strong state of law and 
political stability. Tunisia had 
none of those during its democrat-
ic transition. Political parties with 
their own agenda have weakened 
state institutions. This has led to 
corruption and injustice. The kill-
ing of two opposition politicians 
in 2013 was a result of turmoil 
between the parties.

On a global level, chaos has 
spread in the Middle East and led 
to a new breed of jihadists, far 
more sophisticated than anything 
we have seen so far. The rapid ex-
pansion of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
is proof that terror has reached a 
new level.

Islamic extremists are no longer 
hiding in caves planning sporadic 
attacks on the West. They now 
have an ideal: a fascist Islamic 
caliphate spread across the Arab 

world. Like any corpora-
tion would, they invested 
in what they believe is the 
catalyst to achieve their 
dreams: human resources. 
Unfortunately, Tunisia 
has been their best market 
with more than 3,000 
nationals fighting among 
foreign jihadists in Syria 
and Iraq.

In Tunisia, successive 
governments (secular and Islam-
ist) have failed to provide the 
hope young generations dream of. 
For many of them, the situation 

is worse than it was before the 
revolution.

For young people with no 
perspective, ISIS and other terror 
organisations have become a plau-
sible alternative: offering a good 
salary and a promise of a good life 
all under God’s blessing. Hope that 
their own country does not offer 
them. A false promise that would 
lead them, with little doubt, to 
certain death.

What is truly worrying is that 
terror groups know exactly where 
and how to reach our youth. 
Extremist organisations use social 
media to promote their way of life 
and their ideas.

 

For example, ISIS has created 
dedicated teams to reach out to 
unemployed and bitter young 
people on social networks such 
as Facebook. In addition, they 
possess propaganda cells within 
Tunisia that use mosques as job 
centres. Hundreds of mosques are 
outside state control.

The equation is simple but 
seems so hard for our leaders to 
understand: If a state or a political 
system cannot provide hope to its 
youth through employment, sta-
bility and economic growth, they 
will find it in another system, an-
other ideal, which happens to be 
the one provided by the zealots. 
They are offering a false promise 
of a future, one that has crystal-
lised over the past few years with 
the fall of strong secular regimes 
in Libya, Tunisia and Syria.

 That is the most important 
difference between the past and 
now.

Therefore it is crucial that the 
broken system gets fixed quickly 
through investing in Tunisia’s 
most valuable asset: its youth. 
Otherwise this tragedy will bring 
a harsh stop to the only success-
ful democracy in the Arab world. 
Then hope will be lost forever.

Hatem Ben Salem is a former 
Tunisia minister of education and 
deputy minister of foreign affairs. 
He is an international affairs 
analyst and a legal scholar.

Hatem Ben Salem

They fought for 
hope. Four years 
later, hope is 
nowhere to be found.

One must 
understand that 
the blame is both 
national and global
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Confronting ISIS requires new strategy

M  

ultiple terror 
attacks hit three 
continents on 
June 26th. The 
bloody attacks 
took different 

forms: A suicide bombing in a 
Shia mosque in Kuwait; shooting 
of tourists at a beach resort in 
Tunis; decapitation of a French 
businessman by his Arab Muslim 
employee in Lyon, France.

The first two attacks were 
claimed by the Islamic State in 
Iraq and Syria (ISIS), a group that 
has its base in large parts of those 
countries and has inspired many 
extremists worldwide to join it 
and in some cases to break ranks 
with al-Qaeda and pay allegiance 
to it.

The third attack was clearly 
inspired by ISIS’s beheadings of 
hostages and prisoners, which the 
world grew accustomed to seeing 
on the internet sites of the terror-
ist group and news organisations. 
ISIS has turned execution into 
an art by broadcasting its various 
ways of killing its victims:  drown-
ing, shooting, burning alive, 
blowing up or beheading.

Tunisian President Beji Caid 
Essebsi made an honest declara-
tion after the brutal attack that 
claimed the lives of 38 beachgo-
ers, mostly European tourists, by 
saying his country stands helpless 
in front of the waves of terrorism.

France is one of the world’s 
great powers while Tunisia is a 
small third world country with 
limited resources. Yet both stood 
equally helpless in the face of 
modern-day terrorism.

The terrorist threat is no longer 
an ordinary security threat police 
are used to dealing with. Like 
the assailants in the June 26th 
attacks, many attackers nowadays 
are people without a known his-
tory of violence and have no track 
record of associating with terror 

groups.
The attackers in Tunis 

and France were de-
scribed as ordinary peo-
ple — Muslims believed 
to have been inspired 
by ISIS.

How can security peo-
ple deal with a threat 
that enters people’s 
minds through cyber-
space? It is impossible.

The ISIS appeal to young men 
has become a serious issue world-
wide and no longer confined to 
those who have served in the 

ranks of the group in Iraq and 
Syria. People who were living or-
dinary lives are being transformed 
into mass murderers and sadistic 
killers.

Security and intelligence agen-
cies are facing a tough challenge. 
They simply cannot watch every 
single Muslim living in or passing 
through their country. They just 
do not have the manpower and 
in some cases lack the necessary 
technology to do so.

Families and friends of the 
would-be terrorists are also hav-
ing a hard time coping with the 
new reality. Each of the attackers 
in Tunis and France was de-
scribed as a very ordinary person 
behaving normally just a day 
before the attacks.

In Kuwait, the bomber was 
a Saudi who had never left the 
country before or been suspected 
of affiliating with terrorist groups, 
according to Saudi and Kuwaiti 
security sources. However, he was 
known to be a reserved person 
with extremist ideas. 

ISIS apparently managed to 
reach and recruit him for the 
attack on the Shia mosque that 
killed 27 people.

Kuwaiti authorities have arrest-

ed the alleged driver who picked 
up the suicide bomber and took 
him to his target, and they have 
clamped down on random civil 
society groups raising funds for 
Syrian rebel fighters but also indi-
rectly providing cover to shadowy 
organisations associated with ISIS 
and other terrorist groups.

Tunis decided to close 80 
mosques where radical clerics 
were preaching fiery sermons that 
could make young people prone 
to ISIS propaganda.

However, the problem is much 
bigger than the sermons. There 
are dozens of television stations 
and websites reachable by people 
around the world that are caught 
up in the current sectarian war 
sweeping the Middle East, and all 
of them are spreading radicalism 
and inspiring violent extremism.

These various media outlets 
and communication tools are 
being used to poison the minds 

of young people and turn them 
into walking undetectable time 
bombs. 

Unless the international com-
munity puts in place a mecha-
nism to monitor and censor cyber 
agitators the world will likely lose 
the war on terrorism. 

The war on ISIS should not be 
allowed to drag on indefinitely. 
The strategy in fighting the group, 
which is laid out by the US-led 
international alliance, must be 
revised at once to bring about 
a quick and decisive victory 
without regards to the interests 
of some regional players who 
themselves have become victims 
of ISIS attacks.

The strategy calls for limited 
air campaign with the objective 
of weakening and degrading ISIS 
capabilities while building Iraqi 
military forces and training mod-
erate Syrian rebels to be capable 
of leading the land offensive to 
uproot the terrorists from Iraqi 
and Syrian territories.

Riad Kahwaji is founder and chief 
executive officer of the Institute 
for Near East and Gulf Military 
Analysis (INEGMA) based in Dubai 
and Beirut.

Riad Kahwaji
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allowed to drag 
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This is World War III

W e are at 
war; of that 
there is no 
doubt. In 
fact, we are 
in the 

midst of a world war; yet we fail 
to realise this because this war is 
unlike anything we have previ-
ously experienced.  And by “we” I 
mean all civilised nations that are 
either engaged or will become 
engaged in the fight against the 
group calling itself the Islamic 
State.

This war is different because it is 
being fought simultaneously not 
only on different fronts but on dif-
ferent planes.

First, the war against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) is being fought in a 

conventional manner but 
not entirely so. 

The difference in this 
war is that the front lines 
are fluid and the enemy 
is in multiple locations. 
There are overt and cov-
ert aspects to this war.

Second, this is an 
asymmetrical war being 
fought by principals but 

also by proxies, with parties chang-
ing side while the allegiance of 
others remains unclear.

Third, this is still very much a 
war against terrorism. On June 
26th terrorist attacks occurred in 
Tunisia, Kuwait and France. The 
Tunisia attack at a seaside resort 
left 38 dead and more than 40 
wounded, made hundreds of tour-
ists run for the airport, cancelling 
remaining holiday time, and in all 
certainty dampened the country’s 
tourism trade for the next two to 
five years.

The attack in Kuwait targeted 
a Shia mosque, killing more than 
two dozen people and will very 
likely aggravate community rela-
tions. In the attack in France one 
man was beheaded. 

And fourth, this war is also being 
fought on the world wide web, as 
the internet has become a valuable 
place where hearts and minds can 
be addressed and recruited. 

This type of four-pronged con-
flict has never before been expe-
rienced, and it is forcing conven-
tional armies to rethink how they 
approach conflict.

However, ISIS may have contrib-
uted directly to its eventual demise 
partially due to its arrogance and 
perhaps overconfidence.

With the establishment of the 
so-called caliphate, ISIS now has 
a return address — and that is its 

Achilles heel. Al-Qaeda was op-
posed to establishing the caliphate 
before the United States was 
defeated because its leaders knew 
the United States would intervene. 
ISIS chose to ignore that threat and 
ploughed ahead and is paying the 
price for it.

As for defeating ISIS, someone 
needs to take the lead and, as the 
remaining superpower, the job be-
falls on the United States, though 
this is unlikely to happen unless 
there is strong leadership in the 
White House, which is lacking.

Current political differences with 
Moscow need to be put on the back 
burner while the ISIS threat is ad-
dressed.  Let there be no doubt of 
the magnitude of the task ahead. 
The bloody events of June 26th 
showed that despite suffering a 
military setback with the loss of 
Tal Abyad to Kurdish forces, ISIS 
was still able to devote time and 

resources to carry out the Tunisia, 
Kuwait and France attacks.

These attacks raise many more 
questions than there are answers 
for. In an act of defiance ISIS had 
announced its intention to com-
mit terrorist acts during the holy 
month of Ramadan. 

Authorities were expecting 
attacks. Why did ISIS succeed? 
Unless authorities have advance 
knowledge of where and when 
something is planned, generic 
threats are hard to act upon.

Why were Tunisia and Kuwait 
targeted? Probably because they 
are the most liberal Arab countries 
in their respective region.

Tunisia is the only success story 
to emerge from the “Arab spring” 
disaster.  It is the antitheses of 
what ISIS stands for. And probably 
facilitating the focus on Tunisia is 
the fact that about 3,000 Tunisians 
have joined the ranks of the terror-
ist organisation.

Which raises more questions: 
Why? And how can the European 
Union and the United States help 
Tunisia?

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
editor of The Arab Weekly.
 You can follow him on Twitter @
Claudesalhani.

Claude Salhani
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Days of sorrow in Kuwait
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ahmoud’s parents were 
about to receive con-
dolences for their son’s 
demise when he called 
from Italy to say that 

he was alive. The 16-year-old boy 
from Aleppo was among the few 
survivors of a boat that capsized in 
the Mediterranean while trying to 
reach Italian territory from Libya. 
Two of his two uncles, a cousin and 
his grandmother, died in the treach-
erous waters.

Oum Samer sold all her belong-
ings and her house in rural Damas-
cus after her husband was killed 
two years ago in the Syrian war and 
embarked on the perilous journey 
to Europe with her two sons.

Hossein, 17, left his bombed-out 
village in the outskirts of Damas-
cus a year ago with his eyes set on 
Germany, which he reached after al-
most two months of hardship, trek-
king across Eastern Europe, cross-
ing mountains and ravines, sleeping 
in the woods and detained in Euro-
pean prisons.

These desperate Syrians and 
others fleeing the devastating civil 
war, now in its fifth year, make up 
the largest category of illegal immi-
grants seeking to reach Europe over 
the last two years, according to the 
International Organisation of Migra-
tion (IOM). The dangers of the jour-
ney and the risk of being expelled 
and turned back did not stem the 
inflow.

Why do Syrians risk all in their 
bid to reach Europe?

After being harassed at Syrian 
Army checkpoints and arrested for 
three days during which he was 
beaten and humiliated, Hossein 

decided to leave, an option he had 
resisted for months. “I was against 
the idea of living as a refugee in any 
country but after the arrest and hu-
miliation I suffered for no reason, I 
opted to leave despite the dangers,” 
he said in a Skype interview with 
The Arab Weekly from a refugee 
shelter in Germany.

The journey started in Istanbul, 
a hub for human traffickers, where 
Hossein’s father negotiated his trav-
el cost and itinerary. “My father re-
jected the option of travelling by sea 
because of the high risks involved 

and settled for the land route de-
spite the tremendous hardship it 
entailed,” Hossein said.

Hossein was the youngest in a 
group of 35 Syrians, which includ-
ed medical doctors and engineers. 
From Edirne, on Turkey’s border 
with Greece, the group travelled by 
foot, lorries and trains. After riding 
in a crammed and locked van with 
no windows, walking for three days 
in a forest and crossing a river in 
an inflatable dinghy, the company 
reached Greece, only to be arrested 
by police.

Hossein and his companions 
spent 25 days in Greek prisons be-
fore they were given laissez-passer 
documents as refugees and re-
leased. “We were lucky because 
we were not returned to Turkey,” 
he said. “Others were simply put in 
buses and turned back.”

From Greece, an Afghani smug-
gler accompanied the group to Mac-
edonia, then Serbia and Hungary. 
“We walked for ten hours to reach 
the Macedonian border where a 
smuggler was supposed to pick us 
up with his car. But when we got 
there, there was no sign of him,” 
Hossein said. “We waited for four 
days, sleeping in the woods, under 
the rain and in the cold, until the 
guy finally arrived.”

They were arrested by Macedoni-
an police as they got off a train near 
the Serbian border. “Here again, we 
were lucky because we were not ex-
pelled. They let us go and the police 
actually drove us to the frontier,” 
Hossein said.

“In Serbia, we were caught twice 
by police, expelled back to Macedo-
nia, but we kept on trying until they 
allowed us in and let us get to the 
Hungarian border.”

The smuggler left the group 
when it crossed into Hungary. Hos-
sein recalls with bitterness hu-
miliating treatment by Hungarian 
police. “They looked at us with dis-
gust, as if we were rubbish,” he said. 
“They even placed plastic bags on 
the seats of the police van before 
letting us in.” 

After days in a Hungarian prison, 
the group was dropped at the Aus-
trian border, where another smug-

gler took them to Germany. Hossein 
is staying in a shelter for juveniles in 
a small town near Düsseldorf. He is 
learning German so he can enroll in 
school. “I want to study, get a uni-
versity degree and then go back to 
Syria when the war is over. I have no 
intention to spend the rest of my life 
in this country. Being away from my 
family is very difficult,” he said.

It took Hossein more than 50 days 
and about $8,000 to get to Germa-
ny. Others were not been as lucky. 
Mahmoud, Bassam and Firas were 
three youngsters who participated 
in anti-regime demonstrations in 
Raqqa, east of Aleppo. Threatened 
by the regime and the Islamic State 
(ISIS), which later seized control of 
the city, the young men set out on 
the journey to Europe via Algeria, 
Tunisia and Libya.  

“In Tunisia, we were staying in a 
house at the border, waiting to cross 
into Libya, when police raided our 
hideout. Bassam was hit by a speed-
ing police car as he tried to escape 
and died in hospital,” Firas said in 
a Skype interview from a refugee 
shelter in Holland.

Mahmoud and Firas continued 
the journey by sea in a rickety boat, 
which went down off the Italian 
coast after three days at sea. Some 
120 people drowned, including 
Mahmoud. Firas was among 20 sur-
vivors. More than 2,600 migrants 
have died and more than 100,000 
have been rescued at sea since the 
beginning of 2015, according to fig-
ures published by the IOM.

Nonetheless, the inflow of mi-
grants looking for freedom and 
safety continues unabated and is 
not expected to decline as long as 
the region is being swept by devas-
tating conflicts.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.

The perilous journey of a Syrian migrant to Europe

At the port of Tripoli, the first stop in a long journey.

Samar Kadi

The journey started 
in Istanbul, a hub for 
human traffickers
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Raqqa

J  

ust before his meal to break 
a day-long fast, middle-aged 
construction worker Abu 
Ibrahim turned to his wife to 
complain about Islamic State 

(ISIS) militants who control his prov-
ince in northern Syria.

“We’re forced to pray and fast,” he 
grumbled, whispering to his wife as 
they sat on the front porch of their 
house in Raqqa. 

The couple awaited their 9-year-
old son, Ibrahim, and 7-year-old 
daughter, Sarah, to bring them their 
only meal of the day from an ISIS-
run charity in the neighbourhood.

“Many are no more worshipping 
God out of conviction, but rather 
out of their fear of ISIS,” said Abu 
Ibrahim, sporting a traditional Arab 
headdress worn by tribes who dom-
inate the area.

Raqqa, in northern Syria, became 
in 2013 the first city to fall to armed 
rebels fighting to topple President 
Bashar Assad. A variety of rebel 
groups, ranging from hard-line Is-
lamists to religious moderates, held 
sway there, although the Islamists 
dominated.

In 2014, ISIS clawed its way into 
control, ruthlessly eliminating rival 
insurgents. Critics were beheaded 
or escaped to Turkey. Government 
offices, health-care and education 
facilities were taken over. Alcohol 
was banned. Barber shops and mov-
ie theatres were shut down. 

The marketplace closed by after-
noon and streets were empty by 
nightfall. Communications with the 
outside world were allowed only 
through ISIS.

Rebels and activists who stayed 
behind largely “repented” by pledg-
ing alliance to ISIS leader Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi and, once forgiven, 
they were allowed to keep their 
homes. Some even joined the group.

For Ibrahim, the holy Muslim 
fasting month of Ramadan under 
ISIS is making people “starve”.

“We wait for this one meal per day 
from the charity,” he said, pointing 
to a grain soup his son and daughter 
brought in from the charity, where a 
public kitchen is run by ISIS-enlist-
ed pharmacist Mutaab Zueit, widely 
known as Abu Ahmed Tabibeh.

The pharmacist, who is also re-

sponsible for ISIS’s medical and 
health-care services in the city, pre-
pares meals for an estimated 1,000 
families each day. The menu is only 
legumes, occasionally with sea-
sonable vegetables, depending on 
availability.

Raqqa residents said ISIS looted 
and razed all non-government or-
ganisations’ warehouses that used 
to distribute food and other sup-
plies to residents. A relief agency 
worker, who declined to be identi-
fied for fear for his safety, said ISIS 
instead distributed its content to 
jihadists or to families assisting the 
militants. 

“We have been fasting and hun-
gry since the day this ominous ISIS 
ruled us,” sighed Abu Ibrahim.

In contrast, pictures of ISIS ji-
hadists on social media networks, 
some shared by the group itself, 
show a handful of men with long 
dark beards and Afghan-style 
robes, smiling as they sit on a floor 
filled with various luscious Middle 
Eastern dishes.

A Raqqa widow, a mother of 
three girls who identified her-
self as Um Fatima, said she heard 
that ISIS was “collecting alms 
from wealthy Muslims, but failed 
to distribute that to poor people  
like us”.

Abu Ibrahim, who used a pseu-
donym to avoid ISIS retribution, 
said he was fired from his gov-
ernment job on suspicion that he 
worked for ISIS and was thus de-
prived of his only income.

“I only renovated a building that 
ISIS asked me to fix,” he said. “I 
didn’t get a penny for doing that.”

Arguably, Ramadan under ISIS is 
different as the group is preoccu-

pied with maintaining its control 
over the territory after the nearby 
Tal Abyad was seized from the 
group by Kurdish rebels, backed by 
armed Syrian militias.

The capture of Tal Abyad, on the 
border with Turkey, was a blow to 
ISIS, which used the area for smug-
gling weapons and ammunition 
into Raqqa, while exporting cheap 
oil to sell on the black market to fi-
nance its operations.

The arrival of 200,000 Syrians 
from Tal Abyad further strained 
ISIS and forced an across-the-
board increase in prices. A 20-li-
tre cylinder of kerosene fuel used 
for cooking sells at 5,000 Syrian 
pounds ($23) in Raqqa, compared 
with 1,500 pounds ($7) in Damas-
cus. One kilogramme of bread is 
300 pounds ($1.40), while it sells at 
35 pounds (16 cents) in Damascus.

With ISIS’ attention focused 
north, Raqqa residents explained 
that the tight grip it had on their 
city has loosened.

Abu Anas, from Raqqa’s Bedouin 
district, said residents “are no 

longer forced to pray following 
the sundown meal, like last year”, 
when they were obliged to attend 
evening prayers and a sermon by a 
Tunisian jihadist.

“One would be in trouble if he 
left before this man, who’s in his 
30s and spent half of his life in 
France and its bars, finished the 
sermon and we shook hands with 
him and thanked him for correct-
ing our understanding of the reli-
gion,” Abu Anas said. 

Abu Anas, also another pseu-
donym used for safety reasons, 
stressed that the number of for-
eign fighters in Raqqa has ebbed, 
saying, “We’re not seeing as many 
foreigners in town.

“They are busy with the fighting 
up north, which is giving us room 
to breathe,” he said. “I hope they’ll 
never come back and, if this hap-
pens before Ramadan is over, I will 
break my fast in celebration.”

Ahmad Ramadan, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly reporter in Raqqa.

Raqqa living in fear of ISIS
Ahmad Ramadan

The arrival of 
200,000 Syrians 
from Tal Abyad 
further strained ISIS

They are busy with 
the fighting up 
north, which is 
giving us room to 
breathe

A photo circulated on social 
media in June 2015 shows 
men, allegedly affiliated with 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in the 
northern Syrian province of 
Raqqa, ahead of iftar.

Children line up outside a charity organisation distributing free 
meals by ISIS in Syria’s Raqqa province in June 2015.
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The life-and-death dilemma of the Druze

Beirut

T 

he massacre of 20 Druze 
in the northern region of 
Idlib in Syria sheds new 
light on the dilemma fac-
ing members of the Mus-

lim sect whose allegiance is caught 
between a ruthless Syrian regime 
that is promoting itself as a defend-
er of minorities and rebels increas-
ingly dominated by radical Islamist 
groups.

Four years into a brutal conflict 
pitting Syrian President Bashar As-
sad’s forces against Sunni-domi-
nated rebels, including extremist 
groups such as the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and al-Qaeda’s affiliate, al-
Nusra Front, Syria’s Druze, who 
have attempted to distance them-
selves from the conflict, appear to 
be ineluctably drawn into it.

On June 10th, a shooting in Qalb 
Lawzeh, Idlib, spiralled out of con-
trol when a Nusra member tried to 
confiscate the house of a Druze vil-
lager who was fighting alongside 
Syrian government forces, accord-
ing to the Syrian Observatory for 
Human Rights.

A week later, Nusra attacked Ha-
dar village in the Golan Heights, a 
strategic plateau in southern Syria 
that is home to about 25,000 Druze. 
“We cannot exchange one dictator-
ship (Assad’s regime) with another 
(Nusra),” said Jabr Shoufi, a Druze 
opposition figure in a telephone 
conversation from Turkey.

An estimated 500,000 Druze live 
in Syria, according to Akram She-
hayeb, a leading figure in the Pro-
gressive Socialist Party, the main 
Druze faction in Lebanon. Most 
of the Syrian Druze live in Hau-
ran, with smaller groups scattered 
around the southern Golan and 
Idlib in northern Syria.

Unitarian Druze belong to an 
Arab ethnic group, spread around 
Lebanon, Syria, Israel and Jordan. 

The sect, which broke away from 
Islam more than 1,000 years ago, 
has closely guarded the tenets of its 
faith.

Ironically, it is Takia (self-protec-
tive secrecy that forces members of 
the community to outwardly com-
ply with the strongest political or 
religious faction) that has preserved 
the small minority across the centu-
ries.

Today, much of the Takia debate 
among Syrian Druze is centred on 
who is the strongest and most relia-
ble ally in Syria, with Druze equally 
wary of the growing clout of Nusra 
over rebels in their region and of the 
decline of the Assad regime, which, 
while abhorred by many, remains in 
their view a more “secular” option.

In spite of such deep divisions, 
many Syrian Druze say the civil war 
is not their fight and that they should 
distance themselves from the sectar-
ian conflict as long as they can.

But the flames of religious strife 
appear to be increasingly engulfing 
the community. Sweida, the main 
Druze stronghold, has witnessed 
intense clashes around the military 
base at Thaala airport between re-
bels and regime forces backed by 
members of the Druze community.

However, military-age Druze, 
who number about 20,000, have 
refused to join the Syrian Army. Ex-
plaining this contradictory position, 
Sweida resident Raed Shaya said: 
“Our goal is to protect our region. 
We support the option of the state 
and the army without being neces-
sarily with the regime.”

Many Druze, particularly the Aja-
weed, a group of religious leaders, 
are nonetheless arming themselves. 
Sweida residents appear confident 

that their large numbers and weap-
on stocks will protect them against 
another massacre.

However, for  Akram Shehayeb. of 
the Progressive Socialist Party, the 
safest bet for the Druze is “main-
taining good relations with their 
brethren and neighbours as they are 
part of the Syrian social fabric that 
has equally suffered from the Assad 
brutality”.

The Druze are known as the great 
survivors of Levantine history. To-
day in Syria, they need to live up to 
that reputation. There was a time 
when they could have chosen to join 
the opposition to Assad. But that 
time has gone since the peaceful 
revolution that marked the start of 
the rebellion morphed into a bloody 
sectarian war. It is not about defend-
ing a cause any more but submitting 
to an unstoppable reality.

Such pragmatism has pushed the 
Druze who live in a region that be-
came part of Israel in 1948 to stay in 
their villages and even serve in the 
Israeli military. Druze residents of 
the Golan remained in their home-
towns during the 1967 Arab-Israeli 
conflict, in which the Jewish state 
occupied the plateau’s western sec-
tor. Lebanon’s Druze, at the behest 
of their leader, Walid Jumblatt, 
have remained above the fray, serv-
ing occasionally as the country’s 
kingmakers through a controversial 
and far from principled policy of ag-
ile political realignments over the 
years.

It is such unsavoury pragmatism 
that’s needed today. The Turks, 
French and Israelis have come and 
gone in Syria and Lebanon, but the 
Druze have remained. To continue 
to survive, it is likely that this vul-
nerable minority will need once 
again to make unpalatable but nec-
essary choices.

Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese 
analyst and a fellow at the Rafik 
Hariri Center for the Middle East 
of the Atlantic Council. She lives in 
Beirut.

Members of the Druze community walk next to the border fence 
between Syria and 

The flames of 
religious strife 
appear to be 
increasingly 
engulfing the 
community

Mona Alami

Damascus

“H
ello, As Salam Alaykom. 
(Peace be Upon You.). 
Your son is in our hands. 
If you want him back, 
prepare a ransom and 

we’ll call you again later,” the voice 
says, then abruptly ends the call.

Hundreds of Syrians have re-
ceived similar telephone calls after 
a wife, daughter or other relative 
has gone missing. Kidnappers have 
thrived in different parts of Syria 
the past four years as the country 
slipped into a full-fledged civil war.

In addition to displacement, de-
struction and death, Syrians have 
been enduring kidnapping for ran-
som, as lawlessness and disorder 
prevail in the country. Kaddour, a 
resident of Jabla in the countryside 
of the coastal province of Latakia, 
who asked not to reveal his first 
name, recalled the ordeal he went 
through to secure his kidnapped 
brother’s release.

He said the family lost contact 
with his brother on February 8th, af-
ter he had left for work in the nearby 
town of Salnafa. “His mobile phone 
was shut down for three days.  We 
had looked for him everywhere, in 
hospitals and police stations, with-
out success,” Kaddour said.

“Finally, we got news about him 
through an anonymous phone call, 
which said he was kidnapped and 
would be released in return for a 
ransom of 2.5 million Syrian pounds 
($8,000).”

Salnafa, in the northern part of 
Latakia, has been the site of near-
continuous battles between govern-
ment troops and armed opposition 

groups since 2013, resulting in the 
destruction of dozens of small vil-
lages and kidnapping of hundreds 
of people whose whereabouts are 
unknown.

Taking advantage of the growing 
lawlessness, bandits and kidnap-
ping gangs, who are unaffiliated 
with the warring parties, thrived in 
the area.

Kaddour recalled that he was re-
lieved after receiving the call from 
the kidnappers. “I was assured that 
my brother was alive, though in the 
hands of one of those gangs which 
blackmailed people for money in 
return for the safety of their sons,” 
he said.

A second call came about 22 
hours later, made from the phone of 
the kidnapping victim. “Is the mon-
ey ready?” asked the voice. “We 
will give you another three days to 

secure the amount, after which we 
will send you the severed head of 
your brother,” Kaddour said he was 
told.

He sought the help of family and 
friends to secure the ransom, which 
he said he was able to reduce to 1.8 
million pounds ($6,000) after hard 
bargaining with the gang.

Following the instructions of the 
kidnappers, Kaddour went alone 
to a restaurant in Salfana where a 
person was waiting to collect the 
money. “Within half an hour, your 
brother will be at home in Jabla,” 
the man said. “Effectively, 40 min-
utes later my father called to tell me 
that my brother arrived at home.”

Kaddour never knew who the 
kidnappers were and has refused to 
alert the police, preferring to heed 
the captors’ conditions because he 
believed he had no other choice. “I 

was sure that they were ready to 
kill my brother if I resisted them,” 
Kaddour said. It was an ordeal that 
fortunately ended with the return 
of my brother to his wife and 5-year-
old son.”

The kidnapping spree has cre-
ated an unusual demand for people 
who work as mediators between the 
kidnappers and families of victims. 
These are usually prominent figures 
or local clerics. One mediator, who 
asked to be identified by his initials, 
A.T., said he volunteered to help 
release hostages after his nephew 
was kidnapped in 2013 and released 
in exchange for 6 million Syrian 
pounds ($20,000).

“After going through the tor-
ment of my nephew’s kidnapping, I 
decided to dedicate my time to re-
solving hostage issues, and I have ef-
fectively succeeded in securing the 
release of 11 captives, while I failed 
in three cases,” A.T. said.

“My role consisted of liaising be-
tween the kidnappers and the fami-
lies of the kidnapped. I often receive 
calls from the kidnappers, some of 
whom use Turkish mobile numbers, 
and also from families asking me to 
intervene to ensure their sons’ re-
lease,” he said.

The mediator said families 
placed the ransom money with him 
to forward to the kidnappers after 
their sons were set free. “I some-
times send the money to Turkey 
through complicated channels. In 
other instances, masked men would 
come to my home to collect the 
money and, in more than one case, 
I was asked to leave the money in 
specific places,” he added.

He said kidnappers once asked 
him to intervene with Syrian au-
thorities to secure the release of 
three detainees in exchange for a 

kidnapped woman. 
“I refused categorically because I 

do not want to interfere in politics 
and the conflict between the gov-
ernment and the opposition,” the 
mediator noted.

A source at the Ministry of Na-
tional Reconciliation, who spoke 
on condition of anonymity, said the 
ministry receives hundreds of calls 
from Syrian nationals seeking to 
know the whereabouts of missing 
relatives.

“Our role consists only of inves-
tigating whether the missing peo-
ple were detained or arrested by 
the authorities and if so help speed 
up their trial and judgment,” the 
source said.

He said the ministry would coor-
dinate with the Ministry of Interior 
to step up police patrols in areas re-
porting kidnapping incidents, not-
ing that the majority of kidnappings 
were committed by armed groups 
to swap the hostages with prisoners 
and detainees held by the govern-
ment.

Syrian opposition groups have 
succeeded in forcing two major 
swap deals under which the regime 
released more than 2,000 rebel pris-
oners in exchange for 48 Iranian 
hostages in January 2013 and 150 fe-
male prisoners in return for 13 Greek 
Orthodox nuns taken hostage from 
Maaloula convent in March 2014.

Younes Ahmed, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent based in 
western Syria.

Kidnapping is booming business in lawless Syria
Younes Ahmed

Abbas Hammoud, one of nine Lebanese citizens kidnapped in 
Syria , is greeted by his daughter upon return home in 2013.

Kidnappers have 
thrived in different 
parts of Syria the 
past four years
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A 

week after visiting
 St Petersburg and sign-
ing a number of agree-
ments with the Russian 
government, a high-level 

Saudi delegation, led by Deputy 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdul-Aziz, travelled to 
France where arms deals worth $12 
billion were signed. Paris also pledged 
to study a Saudi request to build 
two nuclear reactors in the kingdom.

In May Saudi Arabia and France 
set up a committee to finalise a 
series of projects worth billions of 
dollars across sectors ranging from 
defence to transport infrastruc-
ture and civil aviation.

Because of its tough stance on 
Iran, France has been able to main-
tain strong ties with the Gulf Arab 
region, particularly with Saudi 
Arabia. Speaking during the June 
24th visit to Paris, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir stressed 
the importance of Saudi-French 
ties, describing them as historic 
and strategic. “We are trying to 
take them even higher,” he said.

The meeting between Saudi and 
Russian officials a week earlier was 
a greater source of speculation by 
analysts because of the current re-
gional situation and inconsistent 
relations between the two coun-
tries. Many viewed the meeting 
between Mohammed and Putin as 
a thaw in Saudi-Russian relations.

A number of key agreements, 
including cooperation on nuclear 
energy and Saudi Arabia contrib-
uting $10 billion to the Russian 

Direct Investment Fund,  were 
signed during the St Petersburg 
meetings. The Saudi trip was kept 
under wraps for months and pre-
ceded by a number of phone calls 
between Putin and Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdul-Aziz Al Saud.

Analysts hypothesised on the 
tone and nature of the St Peters-
burg talks and the subjects cov-
ered, particularly Saudi oil policy 
and the situation in Syria. Analysts 
claim that Saudi Arabia’s policy 
of oversupplying the oil market is 
designed to neutralise the US oil 
fracking industry but also Teh-
ran and Moscow, which favour oil 
prices of about $100 per barrel.

“I don’t think the Saudis or the 
Russians are under any illusions 
that they will be able to negotiate 
on [oil] price. However, In terms 
of technical cooperation, that is 
possible,” said Nikolay Kozhanov, 
a Chatham House analyst.

“First of all. it’s not all about oil. 
The agreements that were signed 
between Russia and Saudi Arabia 
[have] mostly to do with technical 
cooperation. It’s about the Saudis 
investing in the development of 
Russia’s oil and gas sector, while 
the Russians will be involved in 
the development of the energy 
sector in Saudi Arabia.”

Kozhanov emphasised that Rus-
sia has experience working with 
Saudi Arabia, for example in the 
Lukoil project in Rub al Khali, 
which has been successful for both 
countries. The Chatham House 
analyst said that cooperation with 
the Saudis is important to Moscow 
because “the Saudis are one of the 
key players in the region.

  Secondly [Saudi Arabia] is one 
of the key countries in the Muslim 
world; they also have leverage to 
affect the situation with Muslim 
communities in the post-Soviet 
space.

“So the support of the Saudis or 
at least their neutrality in ques-
tions related to situations in the 
Russian ummah is also important.”

Other analysts see rapproche-

ment as a logical step for both 
countries.

“I think that, given its eminent 
position in the Islamic world and 
the key role it plays in internation-
al energy markets, Saudi Arabia’s 
foreign policy has long been global 
in its orientation,” said Fahad Naz-
er, a terrorism analyst with JTG 
Inc.

“Therefore it is not a surprise 
that given Russia’s military prow-
ess, and the fact that it is an influ-
ential player in the world energy 
markets in its own right, that the 
Saudis would want to strengthen 
their relations with it.”

Nazer pointed out that while di-
vergence over Syria led to frosty 
relations between the countries, 
the Saudis see Russia as an im-
portant global power with which 

it needs to have solid relations to 
keep oil prices stable and because 
it could be a reliable weapons sup-
plier.

“In addition, Russia has shown 
willingness to assist Saudi Arabia 
with its civilian nuclear energy 
programme, for which it has com-
mitted close to $80 billion,” he 
added.

Mohammed and Putin also ad-
dressed the situation in Syria.

Kozhanov says he does not see 
Moscow abandoning the Assad re-
gime just yet. “For now it is not an 
option that’s on the table,” he said. 
“In order to stop supporting him, 
the Russians need a viable alterna-
tive that would guarantee the inte-
rior integrity of Syria and not have 
it be overrun by Islamists like a re-
peat of the Libyan scenario.”

Kozhanov said dialogue with 
the Saudis probably addressed op-
tions on how to settle the conflict, 
mainly the process of government 
transformation in Syria and the 
gradual distancing of Russia from 
Assad.

Regarding whether improved 
Saudi-Russian relations would be 
reflective of lingering rift with the 
United States, Nazer said, “I don’t 
necessarily see it that way.

“While some Saudis have advo-
cated strengthening relations with 
Russia because they do not come 
with ‘preconditions’ — a clear ref-
erence to the US — I think the Sau-
dis realise that no single power 
can replace the US in the region. 
Its ability to project its military 
power is proven and remains to be 
unmatched.” 

Riyadh pursues closer ties with France and Russia

Moscow and Riyadh: Sending a message to Washington?

T
here has been a 
remarkable improve-
ment in Saudi-Russian 
relations over the past 
three months.
In March, Saudi foreign 

minister Prince Saud al-Faisal 
at the Arab League summit in 
Cairo publicly denounced Russian 
President Vladimir Putin’s foreign 
policy. But in June, a high-level 
Saudi delegation led by Deputy 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdul-Aziz (who is also 
the Saudi defence minister) met 
with Putin in St Petersburg.

The two sides also signed an 
agreement for Russia to build 
nuclear reactors for the kingdom. 
Saudi-Russian cooperation in 
other fields, including the Saudi 
purchase of Russian air defence 
missile systems, was discussed.

All this comes at a time when 
Saudi-US relations have been 
strained due to the Obama ad-
ministration’s strong pursuit of a 
nuclear accord with Iran, which 
the Saudis are just as wary of as 
the Israelis are. Indeed, many in 

Saudi Arabia fear that an Iranian 
nuclear accord will lead to an 

improvement in Iranian-American 
relations and Washington turning 
its back on Gulf Arabs right when 
Arab-Iranian (and Sunni-Shia) ten-
sions are increasing.

If Riyadh can no longer depend 
on Washington, it should not be 
surprising that Riyadh would look 
elsewhere, including Moscow, for 
support.

There is an appealing symme-
try to the notion that improving 
Iranian-US relations are resulting 
in improving Saudi-Russian ties. It 
is doubtful, though, that Saudi-
Russian relations will become close 
enough to jeopardise the long-
standing Saudi-US relationship.

There are several reasons for this.
First, the Obama administration 

is not seeking a nuclear accord 
with Tehran or even improved 
Iranian-US relations in order to 
abandon Saudi Arabia and the 
Gulf Arabs, much less Israel. The 
administration’s logic is that an 
Iran constrained by a nuclear ac-
cord will be less of a threat to its 
Middle Eastern neighbours than an 
Iran that is not so constrained and 
which proceeds to acquire nuclear 
weapons.

Second, even if an Iranian nu-
clear accord is reached, Iranian-US 
relations cannot improve much if 
Iran behaves aggressively towards 
its Middle Eastern neighbours. 
Those in the Middle East who 
think that Washington would 
blithely pursue increased coopera-
tion with Tehran under these cir-
cumstances are being unrealistic.

Third, while improved Iranian-
US relations may result in improved 
Saudi-Russian ties, Moscow is not 
going to give up on its longstand-
ing efforts to pursue good relations 
with Tehran. Indeed, Moscow’s 
recent announcement that it would 
reinstate the contract to sell S-300 
air defence missile systems to Iran, 
a deal Dmitry Medvedev, then the 
president, cancelled in 2010, shows 
that Putin intends to compete with 
Washington for influence in Teh-
ran. Nor is Moscow likely to end 
its support for the Assad regime in 
Damascus for the sake of improved 
Saudi-Russian relations.

Fourth, improved Saudi-Russian 
relations even at a time when 
Moscow’s ties to the United States 
and the West are deteriorating may 
actually serve American security 
(if not commercial) interests. The 
more trade and investment ties 
that Moscow has with Riyadh, the 
more that Moscow has an incen-
tive to prevent conflict between 
the kingdom and Moscow’s other 
friends in the region, such as Iran.

Fifth, even if Moscow and 
Riyadh can cooperate economi-
cally in some areas, there is just no 
getting around the fact that they 
are basically competitors in the oil 
market.  Riyadh has been will-
ing to rein in Saudi oil production 
in order to support higher prices 
if other oil producers do so, but 
Moscow has shown time and again 
that it will not hold back Russian 
oil production in cooperation with 
Saudi Arabia or anybody else. Nor 

is there any getting around the fact 
that increased US shale oil produc-
tion harms both Russian and Saudi 
interests but that there is little that 
they can do about that either sepa-
rately or together.

Sixth, despite Moscow’s periodic 
friendly overtures towards Riyadh, 
a fundamentally negative view of 
Saudi Arabia prevails in Russia. 
The Saudi state is not viewed there 
as a conservative monarchy but as 
the primary source of support for 
radical Sunni jihadism in the Mid-
dle East and in the former Soviet 
Union.

This view tends to grow espe-
cially strong any time that Islamists 
launch any sort of operation inside 
Russia. Moscow, in short, tends to 
view Saudi Arabia in the same way 
that Washington (at least before 
US President Barack Obama) has 
viewed Iran. 

For all these reasons, it is doubt-
ful that Saudi-Russian relations can 
grow very strong.  From Riyadh’s 
perspective, the main utility of 
projecting the appearance of 
improving Saudi-Russian relations 
may be to motivate Washington to 
pay more attention to the king-
dom, something that Putin and his 
colleagues are undoubtedly well 
aware of.

Mark N. Katz is a professor of 
government and politics at George 
Mason University in the United 
States.  Links to his recent articles 
can be found at www.marknkatz.
com.

Mark N. Katz

View point
There has 
been a 
remarkable 
improvement 
in Saudi-
Russian 
relations 
over the past 
three months

It is doubtful that 
Saudi-Russian relations 
can grow very strong

Saudi pivot to Europe

Mohammed Alkhereiji

French Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius exchanges documents with Dr. Hashim Yamani, the 
president of King Abdullah City for Atomic and Renewable Energy (KACARE), after signing an 
agreement between France and Saudi Arabia, in front of French President François Hollande and 
Saudi Arabia’s Defence Minister Prince Mohammed Bin Salman, at the Elysee Palace .

Analysts 
hypothesised on the 
tone and nature of 
the St Petersburg 
talk
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oordinated attacks on 
security and army check-
points in northern Sinai 
on July 1st resulted in the 
deaths of 17 soldiers and 

more than 100 militants dead and 
scores of others wounded.

The attacks were staged by more 
than 100 militants who fired mortar 
rounds and detonated three suicide 
car bombs against checkpoints in 
the North Sinai province city of 
Sheikh Zuweid, setting off clashes 
with the army as military reinforce-
ments arrived.

The attacks, which were claimed 
by Sinai Province, a branch of the 
Islamic State (ISIS), alarmed the 
public and ushered in wider specu-
lation on the future of confronta-
tions between the army and mili-
tants in Sinai.

“By looking at the performance 
of [ISIS] in the past few weeks, one 
can easily notice that the group was 
badly in need of a media victory 
through its local agents in countries 
like Egypt, Tunisia, Kuwait and 
France,” Abdel Monem Halawa, an 
expert on Middle East affairs, said.

“We also need to notice that [the 
July 1st] attacks in Sinai come only 
hours after President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi threatened to implement 
death sentences handed down by 
the courts to Islamist figures, in-
cluding ousted Islamist President 
Muhammad Morsi himself.”

The July 1st attacks in Sinai come 
amid a surge in violence across 
Egypt. Chief prosecutor Hisham 
Barakat was killed by a car bomb-
ing June 29th and several Egyptian 
provinces were rocked by bomb at-
tacks June 30th.

The Egyptian Army has been 
cracking down on Sinai militants for 
almost two years. Militants stepped 
up attacks following Morsi’s over-
throw by the army in July 2013 but 
Egypt’s military and terrorism ex-
perts point to what they describe 
as the “success” of the army in the 
battle for Sinai.

“Just do the maths and you will 
discover that this group is no longer 
capable of staging major attacks 
against the army in Sinai,” said Hos-
sam Sweillam, a retired general. 
“Now, the group’s terrorism is lim-
ited to the planting of explosive de-
vices here and there, but the army 
is more capable of dealing with 
them.”

Though this does not apply to the 
July 1st attacks, a survey of Sinai vi-
olence may prove Sweillam’s view 
at least partly correct.

In 2013, ISIS carried out four ma-
jor attacks, including one on the se-
curity directorate in the Nile Delta 
city of Mansoura. The group also 
tried to kill former interior minister 
Mohamed Ibrahim with a booby-
trapped car.

In 2014, the militant group 
mounted six major attacks, in-
cluding one on a North Sinai army 
checkpoint that left scores of army 
personnel dead. It also shot down 
an army helicopter, killing five peo-
ple.

In January 2015, ISIS staged twin 
attacks on an army hotel and camp, 
killing 32 military personnel and ci-
vilians.

However, Nabil Naeem, a former 
jihadist-turned-terrorism expert, 
warned of the ability of the militant 
group to attract recruits. He said 
ISIS, which follows a line of think-
ing that considers “infidels” all rul-
ers who do not act along the ISIS 
viewpoint of the teachings of the 
Quran, continues to appeal to some 
disaffected young Egyptians.

“They mainly address ignorant 
youths who have a superficial un-
derstanding of the Islamic religion,” 
said Naeem, who spent time with 
leaders of the group in Egyptian 
jails. “These uneducated youths 
are ready to believe anything said to 
them by the leaders of the group.”

Mohamed Abu Samra, a former 
jihadist leader who heads the Is-
lamist Party, said ISIS’s ideology 
appeals to a large segment of the 
youth. He was quoted by the Arabic 
language daily al-Tahrir in April as 
saying that that a large number of 
Muslim Brotherhood youths had 
joined the militant group soon after 
Morsi was toppled.

Egyptian authorities have 
cracked down on the Muslim Broth-
erhood since Morsi’s downfall, ac-
cusing members of the group of be-
ing behind Egypt’s turmoil.

Naeem said, however, that there 
is much more to the appeal of ISIS 
to youths than just talk about the 
aspired caliphate and “infidel” rul-
ers. He said former members of Si-
nai Province have told him about 
the enormous financial resources 
the group possesses. He said the 
group continues to receive huge 
amounts of money through tunnels 
on the border between the Sinai 
Peninsula and the Gaza Strip.

The Egyptian Army has demol-
ished hundreds of border tunnels 
and is trying to create a buffer zone 
along the border with Gaza, evacu-
ating hundreds of families and 

razing hundreds of buildings. There 
have been reports that the army 
is digging a huge trench along the 
Gaza border to deter tunnel digging.

Addressing tribal leaders and 
public figures on June 24th, Sisi 
said the demolition of homes on the 
border with the Gaza Strip was his 
only option.

Sisi’s fight against Sinai militants 
gained a new impetus a few months 
ago when tribes in the peninsula 
publicly turned against the mili-
tants and vowed to help the army 
battle them. This shift happened 
soon after Sinai Province militants 
targeting tribal leaders and civilians 
they accused of cooperating with 
the army.

The tribes had been cooperating 
with the army — by providing infor-
mation — against the militants for a 
long time than this public show of 
belligerency, according to a former 
army general.

He said he expected the alliance 
between the tribes and the army 
to have far-reaching effects on the 
ability of the authorities to end Si-
nai terrorism. 

Nevertheless, the militants are 
still capable of staging painful at-
tacks in Sinai. On June 25th, they 
killed a resident of the North Sinai 
city of al-Arish, kidnapped another 
and set a water tank on fire. Explo-
sive devices planted by the mili-
tants on main roads in Sinai also 
continue to claim military lives.

One of the challenges that faces 
the Egyptian Army in eradicating 
militancy in Sinai was that the mili-
tary force was only trained to fight 
conventional wars.

Sweillam says, however, that 
with every passing day Egyptian 
troops acquire valuable experience 
in confronting terrorists.

“This is a war that will surely 
come to an end because as an army, 
we have patience, the thing the ter-
rorists do not have,” Sweillam said. 
“This means that we will end the 
war in our favour one way or an-
other.”

Sinai terrorism 
picks up but 
Egyptians still see 
end in sight

Cairo

T 

he assassination of Egypt’s 
chief prosecutor Hisham 
Barakat in a bomb attack 
led to calls for a tougher 
crackdown on the Muslim 

Brotherhood, although the group 
has not been officially accused of 
carrying out the attack.

More than 17 soldiers died in 
the following two days in attacks 
claimed by the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in the Sinai peninsula.

“Young Brotherhood members 
publicly announce that they have 
opted for violence,” Sameh Eid, 
an expert on Islamist movements, 
said. “This operation represents 
a real shift in the tactics of these 
members.”

Brotherhood Deputy Supreme 
Guide Mahmoud Ghozlan said re-
cently that junior Brotherhood 
members were responsible for at-
tacks on the streets. These junior 
members, sources say, organised 
internal elections a few months ago 
and picked new leaders who advo-
cate violent confrontation with the 
authorities.

New Brotherhood spokesman 
Mohamed Montasser talks of the 
need to use violence in confronting 
the crackdown on his organisation.

Despite denial of responsibility 
by some in the Islamist organisa-
tion, others were less categorical. 
The day Barakat was killed, Ahmed 
al-Mughir, a junior Brotherhood 
figure seemed to condone the 
violence. “To the next chief pros-
ecutor: Your booby-trapped car is 
ready,” he wrote on Twitter.

Barakat was the most senior 
Egyptian government figure to be 
assassinated since the ouster of 
Muhammad Morsi, the Muslim 
Brotherhood-aligned former presi-

dent. Appointed in July 
2013, Barakat ordered 

the dispersal of two pro-Morsi sit-
ins in Cairo and Giza province the 
following month.

Mohamed Habib, a former Broth-
erhood second-in-command, 
wrote June 29th on Twitter that by 
assassinating the chief prosecutor, 
the Brotherhood has nobody else 
to blame.

“I expect the government’s re-
action to be both strong and deci-
sive,” Habib wrote. A few hours lat-
er, Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi said his country would use 
the law to avenge Barakat’s death.

“The chief prosecutor was 
Egypt’s voice and those who at-
tacked on Monday wanted to si-
lence this voice,” Sisi said during 
Barakat’s funeral. “Nobody can si-
lence Egypt’s voice.”

Barakat’s killing was followed 
by additional attacks across Egypt. 
On June 30th, bomb attacks rocked 
Egypt’s provinces and the coastal 
city of Alexandria. On July 1st, 
more than 60 security and army 
personnel were killed in coordinat-
ed assaults on security checkpoints 
in Sinai. Attacks took place as 
Egypt marked the second anniver-
sary of the June 30th uprising that 
led to Morsi’s ouster by the army. 
The crackdown by authorities on 
the Muslim Brotherhood has been 
severely criticised by rights groups.

Political analyst Abdel Monem 
Fawzi links the surge in violence as 
well to the scheduled August 6th 
opening of a new waterway along 
the Suez Canal.

“These attacks always occur 
ahead of any major events in this 
country,” Fawzi said. “The aim is to 
sabotage work done by the govern-
ment for improving the living con-
ditions of the people and moving 
the country forward.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Violence tied to shift in 
Brotherhood tactics 

Amr Emam

Army trucks carry Egyptian tanks in a military convoy in El Arish, Egypt’s northern Sinai Peninsula.

The July 1st attacks 
in Sinai come amid a 
surge in violence 
across Egypt
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Haditha, Iraq

I  

n August 2014, the “Lions of 
Haditha” locked horns with the 
Islamic State (ISIS), refusing to 
obey an order to hand over 200 
tribesmen the militants accused 

of collaborating with the Iraqi gov-
ernment.

ISIS declared all of Haditha as “in-
fidel” and demanded that its popu-
lation of 100,000 repent or its lead-
ers would be killed.

With that disregarded, too, ISIS 
slapped a biting siege on the farming 
city that spans the Euphrates river 
to force it to surrender.

However, Haditha, north of An-
bar’s provincial capital, Ramadi, 
which fell to ISIS in May, remains 
defiantly resilient, despite severe 
shortages of basic supplies, medi-
cine and fuel.

“We fear no one and won’t bow to 
anyone but God,” shouted Nasr al-
Jughayfa, a volunteer fighter with 
the “Lions of Haditha”, in an inter-
view with The Arab Weekly.

“Neither ISIS nor others will in-
timidate us. We will fight them until 
the last drop of blood.”

Nasr al-Jughayfa’s tribe is Hadi-
tha’s largest with significant popu-
lar sway because it is an Arab Sunni 
Muslim clan whose members, most-
ly livestock traders and farmland 
owners, have been able to smuggle 
in basic supplies despite the ISIS 
blockade.

Al-Jughayfa’s tribe formed the 
“Lions of Haditha” last August, 
shortly after ISIS’s first warning. The 
group has grown since to include 
thousands of men. Another com-

mon name the group uses is “Al-
Jughayfa free fighters”.

Haditha is one of the seven major 
cities in Anbar province, a vast de-
sert region in western Iraq border-
ing Syria, Jordan and Saudi Arabia. 
Since June 2014, ISIS has captured 
most of the other six cities. Haditha, 
however, and a handful of small vil-
lages on Baghdad’s edge remain un-
der government control.

Perhaps, the secret behind Ha-
ditha’s steadfastness is partly the 
experience under al-Qaeda in Iraq, 
which took Haditha’s suburb of Bar-
wana as a hub a decade ago.

“Memories of human suffering in-
flicted under al-Qaeda are still fresh 

in people’s minds,” said Ali Basrawi, 
a retired Baghdad sociologist. He 
pointed to restrictions on public 
freedoms imposed by al-Qaeda and 
the killing of individuals it accused 
of collaborating with the govern-
ment or the United States.

“It’s like a déjà vu: People know 
well that the militants, like other 
religious groups, care for politi-
cal gains but have no tangible pro-
grammes to improve living condi-
tions,” Basrawi said.

Significantly, units of the Iraqi 
Army, many Shia Muslims, are 
inside Haditha working with Al-
Jughayfa and other smaller tribes, 
all of the rival Sunni Muslim sect and 
of Bedouin extraction. Many Iraqi 
Sunnis accuse their Shia-dominated 
government of leaning towards Iran. 
The Sunnis have been sidelined un-
der successive governments follow-
ing the overthrow of Iraqi dictator 
Saddam Hussein.

With the sectarian division, it 
was difficult for the Iraqi govern-
ment to order its largely Shia army 
into the other Anbar cities that ISIS 
controls.

However, Omar Al-Jughayfa, 32, a 
fighter with the “Lions of Haditha”, 
explained that his city “preferred 
the army to ISIS”.

“We are in the same ditch,” he 
said. Haditha is where 24 Iraqi men, 
women and children — all unarmed 
civilians — were killed by US Ma-
rines on November 19, 2005. The 
victims were shot multiple times 
at close range in an incident widely 
known as the Haditha massacre.

At the time, it had been alleged 
that the killings were retribution 
for an attack on a convoy of Ma-
rines with an improvised explosive 
device that killed one Marine.

Haditha is about 240 kilometres 
north-west of Baghdad. It com-
mands a 25-kilometre stretch of the 
Euphrates near Buhayrat al Qadisi-
yyah, an artificial lake that was 
created by the Haditha Dam, Iraq’s 
largest hydroelectric facility.

In September 2014, ISIS tried to 
capture the dam but was stopped 
by US air strikes. Although the dam 
and the city remain under Iraqi 
army control, much of the river wa-
ter has been depleted.

Residents accuse ISIS of diverting 
the stream from Syria, lowering the 
level of the Euphrates in Iraq. Re-
cently, there was speculation that 
ISIS may reopen the flow and flood 
Haditha, Baghdad and other cities, 
especially in the Shia-dominated 
south.

Al-Jughayfa and other residents 
said pressing issues are shortages 
of essential commodities, such as 
food, medicine, children’s milk and 

fuel, which sparked barter deals 
among the people.

“We are swapping personal pos-
sessions for wheat, rice and sugar,” 
Abu Lajen Hadithy said. He said 
the most common dish has become 
mashlout, which is wheat fried in a 
pan.

“Under ISIS’s siege, people de-
pleted their savings and can’t find 
jobs to provide for their families,” 
Hadithy said, adding there were 
neither vegetables nor fruit avail-
able. Baby milk is unavailable, as 
are medicine and fuel.

Hadithy said Iraqi government 
supplies airlifted to Haditha were 
barely enough to cover people’s 
needs.

Municipality worker Faeq Salem, 
39, said he exchanged his Korean-
made Hyundai sedan, which has 
a market value of $2,500, for five 
sacks of wheat, sugar and rice.

Prices also skyrocketed because 
many of the supplies are barred 
from entering besieged Haditha. A 
50-kilogramme sack of wheat costs 
800,000 Iraqi dinars ($650), com-
pared with $15 in state-controlled 
provinces. For Salem, life in Hadi-
tha “means anxiety and fear of to-
morrow but worse is the total star-
vation. “It’s worse than the famine 
witnessed in Africa.”

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for 
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Iraq. This article 
was translated from Arabic.

The defiant Iraqi tribe of Haditha
Omar Hejab

Haditha is about 240 
kilometres 
north-west of 
Baghdad

Haditha remains 
defiantly resilient, 
despite severe 
shortages

Iraqi Kurds save 
the day but don’t 
like leaving home
London

I  

n the wake of territorial gains 
in June against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in northern Syria, Kurd-
ish militias are potentially within 
striking distance of the militants’ 

stronghold of Raqqa.
In neighbouring Iraq, the pesh-

merga army of the Kurdistan 
Regional Government (KRG) is 
holding back ISIS along a 1,200-kil-
ometre frontier, having regained 
much of the territory the jihadist 
insurgents grabbed a year ago.

After a year in which ISIS has 
been broadly on the offensive in its 
self-declared caliphate spanning 
much of Syria and Iraq, the success 
of Kurdish forces on both sides of 
the border has been a rare source 
of optimism that the movement 
can be pushed back and ultimately 
crushed.

The apparent unity and com-
mitment of Kurdish forces in both 
countries contrasted with the ini-
tial collapse of Iraqi government 
troops and the patchy response of a 
plethora of competing forces in the 
quagmire of the Syrian civil war.

That may have led to unreason-
able expectations of the ability and 
even willingness of Kurdish forces 
to become involved in a wider fight 
against ISIS. In both Iraq and Syria, 
the Kurds have shown themselves 
willing to make sacrifices to defend 
Kurdish-populated territory. But 
they may be more resistant to act-

ing as boots on the ground for the 
anti-ISIS coalition beyond their 
home turf.

The expectations are certainly 
high. They have led to demands 
in the United States and elsewhere 
that the Kurds should receive 
greater direct military aid to boost 
the counteroffensive.

A US congressional bid to au-
thorise US President Barack Obama 
to directly arm KRG forces was 
narrowly defeated in the Senate in 
June. A majority of senators actual-
ly backed the measure but it failed 
to meet a 60-vote threshold in the 
100-member chamber.

The administration had op-
posed the move on the grounds it 
would have weakened the author-
ity of Iraq’s central government.

Despite that, the US military 
continues to regard the Kurds as 
key players in the anti-ISIS cam-
paign, indeed often the only reli-
able allies on the ground.

“We see great progress being 
made in Syria,” said US Marines 
Corps Brigadier-General Thomas 
Weidley, chief of staff of Opera-
tion Inherent Resolve, the US-led 
coalition campaign against ISIS in 
Iraq. “We see repeated abilities of 
Kurdish forces to repel attacks in 
the Kurdish forward line in north-
ern Iraq,” he said during a June 19th 
Pentagon briefing.

“What we’ve seen is that the 
peshmerga, enabled by the coali-
tion, continue to be very successful 
against Daesh,” Weidley said, us-
ing the Arabic acronym for ISIS. “I 
don’t believe the peshmerga have 
yielded any terrain to Daesh since 
the beginning of last winter. We see 
them, as well as the anti-ISIS forces 
up in Syria, being able to make con-
siderable gains against Daesh.”

He stressed, however, that these 
successes were firmly linked to co-

alition air strikes supporting Kurd-
ish forces on the ground. These 
strikes, in turn, were much easier 
to mount in the relatively under-
populated areas of the Syrian and 
Iraqi frontlines, he noted.

It is unlikely that the Kurdish 
People’s Protection Units (YPG) in 
Syria could have held the border 
town of Kobani in late 2014 with-
out such air support. Even the 
Iraqi Kurdish capital of Erbil might 
have fallen a year ago without last-
minute US intervention from the 
air when ISIS forces were less than 
50 kilometres away.

The ISIS advance on Erbil and 
the peshmerga’s subsequent re-
treat from predominantly Yazidi 
and Christian territory dented the 
force’s reputation and exposed the 
fact that much of the KRG army had 
little direct experience in warfare.

The force also faced the problem 
of being largely divided between 
the Kurdistan Democratic Party 
and the Patriotic Union of Kurdis-
tan. Additionally, pay was regularly 

delayed because of budgetary dis-
putes with Baghdad, forcing fight-
ers to double in civilian jobs such 
as driving taxis.

Some of those problems have 
been overcome, partly with arms 
supplies and training programmes 
provided by a range of internation-
al allies. KRG President Masoud 
Barzani has also spent many days 
in morale-boosting visits to the 
front.

The fight in Iraq has been dra-
matically matched in Syria, where 
KRG peshmerga fought alongside 
the YPG to oust ISIS from Kobani 
on the Turkish border. A resump-
tion of ISIS attacks in late June indi-

cated the insurgents have not given 
up trying to recover the town.

Syrian Kurds have gone on to 
recapture strategic border areas 
seized by ISIS. In late June, YPG 
units spearheaded the storming 
of Ain Issa in northern Syria, put-
ting them within 50 kilometres of 
Raqqa. But there seemed little im-
mediate prospect the Kurds would 
push their advantage outside Kurd-
ish-populated territory.

As in northern Iraq, the Kurds 
show the greatest commitment 
when they’re on home territory. 
Salih Muslim, head of the Syr-
ian Kurdish political wing, said 
the YPG had no plans to move on 
non-Kurdish Raqqa. That, he said, 
would be up to other groups bat-
tling ISIS.

Harvey Morris has worked in the 
Middle East for many years and 
written several books, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.

We see repeated 
abilities of Kurdish 
forces to repel 
attacks

The success of 
Kurdish forces on 
both sides of the 
border has been a 
rare source of 
optimism

Harvey Morris

An Iraqi Kurdish peshmerga fighter holds a book about Kurdistan.

Iraqi tribesmen on a Euphrates bridge near the Haditha dam
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he days before the deadline 
for reaching an agreement 
on Iran’s nuclear programme 
saw both Washington and 
Tehran digging in their 

heels. In Washington, this was led 
by opponents of the deal in Congress 
and among political commentators; 
in Iran, it was by the Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and the par-
liament, which vowed to “preserve 
the Iranian people’s nuclear achieve-
ments”.

Listening to the rhetoric com-
ing out of Tehran, one might have 
thought that the negotiations were 
just starting, not in their final days 
before a deadline.

Khamenei seemed to backtrack 
on the interim deal reached in April, 
saying economic sanctions against 
Iran should be lifted as soon as an 
agreement is signed, instead of 
after Iran’s compliance had been 
confirmed. He rejected the 10-12 
year freeze on nuclear research and 
development and refused to accept 
foreign inspections of Iran’s military 
sites.

Almost identical conditions were 
imposed by the Iranian parliament.

The Iranian government consid-
ered this a violation of the consti-
tution. Government spokesman 
Mohammad Bagher Nobakht said a 
bill before parliament would drag 
nuclear negotiations “to the street 
and the alleys of the bazaar”.

Khamenei’s speech drew strong 
reactions in Washington among 
those sceptical of a deal and bol-
stered the position of those who 
opposed a deal in the first place. 
Obama administration critics 
warned that the new Iranian hard-
line might prompt the administra-
tion to make further concessions.

US Senator Bob Corker, R-Tenn., 
chairman of the Senate Foreign Re-
lations Committee, said the admin-
istration has made “breathtaking 
concessions”. He warned the White 
House that there may be enough 

Democrats and Republicans to 
block the deal if Washington makes 
even deeper allowances to Tehran.

Corker said US Secretary of State 
John Kerry and the president’s in-
ner circle view an agreement as 
a “legacy issue” for US President 
Barack Obama and warned there 
is concern on “both sides of the 
aisle that [Obama] is willing to 
cross some lines that should not be 
crossed just to get a deal”.

White House spokesman Josh 
Earnest said Kerry and Obama will 
insist on what was agreed to in 
April. Moreover, two officials close 
to the negotiations told Bloomberg 
News that “the US is standing firm 
in insisting that Iran must grant ac-
cess and transparency so that the 
UN inspectors can verify that its nu-
clear programme is solely for peace-
ful purposes”.

Karim Sadjadpour, an Iran analyst 
at the Carnegie Endowment for In-
ternational Peace, said that “in his 

26 years as supreme leader, Khame-
nei has prided himself on resistance 
against the US. At age 76, it’s not 
easy to abandon your life princi-
ples.”

There is also an impression in 
Tehran that the Obama administra-
tion is desperate for a deal, Sadjad-
pour said. “There is a valid concern 
that Khamenei feels overconfident 
that the US is committed to a deal 
and will not walk away from ne-
gotiations,” he said. “The question 
for Khamenei is which is more dan-
gerous: The economic risks of not 
signing a deal and remaining under 
sanctions or the political risks of 
signing a deal and potentially alien-
ating his hard-liner base?”

The debate in the United States 
spread to the high-profile lobby 
groups. Trita Parsi, president of the 
National Iranian American Council 
(NIAC), a leading defender of the 
deal, sent e-mail messages warning 
of “AIPAC’s plan to kill the Iran deal” 
and said: “This is the final battle that 
will decide between war or peace. 
Failure is not an option.” 

AIPAC — the politically power-
ful American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee — launched its own cam-
paign, calling on supporters to “back 
diplomacy by increasing pressure”.

AIPAC said: “Congress must con-
tinue to insist on a good deal that 
eliminates every Iranian pathway 
to a nuclear weapon” and that there 
must be unimpeded access by the 
United Nations to suspect sites, in-
cluding all military facilities; a full 
accounting by Iran of its prior weap-
onisation efforts; sanctions relief 
only after Iran has complied with its 
commitments; a deal that lasts for 

decades; and total dismantlement 
of Iran’s nuclear infrastructure.

Whether a deal was reached at 
the initial deadline is not as impor-
tant as what comes after the deal. 
After an expected extension, the 
deal most likely will be signed and 
Obama will claim another victory to 
his latest string of successes.

Obama has demonstrated skill, 
perseverance and resilience in get-
ting what he wants, and he has 
wanted this deal for a long time. He 
has shown that he can overcome 
strong opposition. But he cannot 
predict what Iran does after the deal.

Obama hopes that Iran will change 
but this is a very risky bet for the re-
gion. As Sadjadpour put it: “A nu-
clear deal with Iran is the wedding. 
The marriage will be assessed in the 
years to come.”

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab  
Weekly.

Tehran and Washington dig in their heels
Amal Mudallali

John Kerry and Javad Zarif in Vienna.

Obama hopes that 
Iran will change but 
this is a very risky 
bet for the region

Istanbul

C  

orruption allegations 
against leading politicians 
have made a comeback as 
a hot political issue in 
Turkey and are likely to 

hound President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan and his party for some time.

The corruption issue is thought 
to have played a role in weaken-
ing Erdogan’s Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AKP) in recent 
elections when it lost the parlia-
mentary majority it had enjoyed 

for more than 12 years. Opposition 
parties are expected to place the 
corruption issue on the agenda of 
the newly elected assembly, signal-
ling more trouble for the AKP.

Erdogan dismissed the accusa-
tions as a plot to damage the gov-
ernment. But even former presi-
dent Abdullah Gul, a co-founder of 
the AKP, has called for a thorough 
investigation of the corruption 
charges, which surfaced in Decem-
ber 2013.

The accusations centre on Reza 
Zarrab, a Turkish businessman 
of Iranian descent, who allegedly 
paid off government ministers in 
return for a free rein to conduct a 

high-volume gold trade with Iran.
Four AKP ministers resigned in 

connection with the claims. The 
AKP, using its majority in parlia-
ment, blocked efforts to force the 
four to court. In the wake of the 
allegations, thousands of prosecu-
tors and police officers were fired 
or reassigned before investigations 
by the judiciary were formally 
dropped.

While critics spoke of a cover-
up, Erdogan and the AKP said the 
accusations were part of a plot by 
Islamic preacher Fethullah Gulen, 
a former AKP supporter who has 
turned against Erdogan, to bring 
down the government. Gulen de-

nied the charges. Now the allega-
tions are making a comeback and 
even some of Erdogan’s supporters 
criticise the government for acting 
as if nothing had happened. 

An awards ceremony on June 
21st involving Zarrab is causing 
acute embarrassment for the AKP 
government, which remains in of-
fice until a new cabinet is estab-
lished.

Pictures of Zarrab receiving an 
award from Economy Minister Ni-
hat Zeybekci and Deputy Prime 
Minister Numan Kurtulmus made 
the front pages of many Turkish 
newspapers in recent days. Kur-
tulmus has since said he would not 
have attended the ceremony if he 
had known that he was to give an 
award to Zarrab.

“Reza Zarrab is one of the reasons 
why the AKP lost votes” on June 
7th, Abdulkadir Selvi, a columnist 
for the pro-Erdogan daily Yeni Sa-
fak, wrote on June 24th. “The only 
thing that was missing was Reza 
Zarrab receiving an award. Now 
that has been done as well.”

With scathing irony, Selvi added 
that the AKP should erect a monu-
ment in honour of Zarrab and use 
pictures of the four ex-ministers 
accused of corruption on campaign 
posters in the future.

Selvi is not the only pro-gov-
ernment voice calling the AKP’s 
handling of the affair into ques-
tion. Faruk Kose, a columnist of 
the Islamist Yeni Akit newspaper, 
told the T24 news portal that it 
was wrong for a minister to accept 
a $261,000 watch — allegedly from 
Zarrab — in a country where mil-
lions have to get by on a minimum 
wage of roughly $375 a month.

The AKP is struggling to come 
up with a convincing response to 
the dilemma posed by the fanned 
interest into the corruption affair. 
Efforts by AKP politicians such as 
Kurtulmus to distance themselves 
from Zarrab are questionable from 
the party’s point of view because 
they do not match the theory put 
forward that says all allegations are 
lies and part of a coup attempt.

A decision by Gul to weigh in on 
the corruption issue has increased 
pressure on the AKP. Ahmet Sever, 
a long-time Gul adviser who has 
written a book revealing a rift be-
tween the former head of state and 
Erdogan, quoted Gul as saying he 
would have sent the four former 
AKP ministers to court for corrup-
tion if it had been in his power.

The AKP’s political rivals are 
working on plans to make sure that 
Erdogan’s party will not be able to 
sit out the storm over the corrup-
tion issue.

 The secularist Republican Peo-
ple’s Party (CHP), the second big-
gest bloc in the newly elected 
parliament behind the AKP, says 
it wants to restart efforts in parlia-
ment to put the former AKP minis-
ters on trial.

The corruption issue is also like-
ly to be part of forthcoming nego-
tiations between parties to form a 
new government. News reports say 
the AKP could try to put together 
a coalition either with the CHP or 
with the right-wing Nationalist 
Movement Party (MHP). But both 
the CHP and the MHP have vowed 
to clear up the corruption cases.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.

Long shadow of corruption allegations in Turkey
Thomas Seibert

A Republican People’s Party (CHP) MP holds a sign with a quote from the Prophet Mohammad, which 
reads: “Even if the thief is my daughter Fatima, I will punish her”, during a debate at the Turkish 
parliament.
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UK government lacks
counter-extremism strategy, 
says head of London think-tank

I n t e r v i e w

Mahmud el-Shafey

News & Analysis East   West

I think the way 
forward is to let a 
thousand flowers 
bloom

London

T  

he UK government needs 
a counter-extremism 
strategy to complement 
its counterterrorism strat-
egy, Maajid Nawaz, chair-

man of the UK-based think-tank 
Quilliam, says.

Speaking to The Arab Weekly on 
the sidelines of the release of a re-
port looking at the spread of jihad-
ism into South Asia, Nawaz said: 
“There is a gap in the government 
policy at the moment which 
I’ve been advocating 
to be filled. That gap 
is what I call a counter-
extremism strategy. 
The government has a 
counterterrorism strat-
egy but what it hasn’t 
got is a strategy to deal 
with non-violent ex-
tremism.”

British-born Nawaz was 
jailed in Egypt in 2005 for 
being a member of radi-
cal Islamist group Hizb 
ut-Tahrir, an organisation 
outlawed in Egypt. He grew 
disenchanted with politi- cal 
Islam after more than four years in 
Egyptian prisons and co-founded 
Quilliam — the world’s first coun-
ter-extremism think-tank — with 
other former extremists when he 
returned to the United Kingdom.

After failing to secure a seat for 
the Liberal Democrats in the lat-
est parliamentary elections, Nawaz 
said he was focusing his efforts on 
expanding Quilliam beyond the 

United Kingdom.
“What the government is lacking 

is a kind of civil society-based, non-
violent extremism-based strategy. 
Hopefully, by the end of this year, 
the government will adopt such a 
strategy,” Nawaz said.

With the Islamic State (ISIS) 
holding an increasingly strong 
sway over some young British Mus-
lims, Nawaz said the government, 
non-governmental organisations 
and think-tanks such as Quilliam 
must do more to counter extrem-
ist ideology and expose ISIS’s true 
nature.

More than 1,600 Britons are be-
lieved to have travelled 
to Iraq and Syria to join 
ISIS, including 17-year-
old Yorkshire resident 
Talha Asmal, who be-
came the United King-
dom’s youngest suicide 
bomber in an attack 
near an oil refinery 
south of the Iraqi city 
of Baiji, and Moham-
med Emzawi — better 
known as Jihadi John 
— who has brutally 
killed at least seven 
foreign hostages 

over the past year while 
spouting hateful ISIS rhetoric.

“What I’m really enthused by 
is some of the outreach work that 
we’re planning to do like taking 
members of families of foreign 
fighters and those who have lost 
their loved ones [to] schools and 
speaking directly to students as a 
warning,” Nawaz said.

For example, he said, “Take a 
mother who is in grief, who has 
lost her son, to meet [British Mus-

lim] kids as a warning and saying 
‘This is what happens if you go out 
there [to fight]‘.”

He called on British Muslim re-
ligious leaders to do more to pro-
mote a counter-narrative to ISIS’s 
hateful ideology. “We need reli-
gious leaders to come out, not just 
against the violence but, against 
the ideological underpinning of the 
violence, against some of the geo-
political constructs that ISIS sup-
ports, such as the idea of resurrect-
ing the caliphate. We need religious 
leaders to come out and debunk 
some of these myths,” Nawaz said.

Nawaz said the responsibil-
ity for counter-extremism goes be-
yond British Muslim leaders and is 
something that must take place at a 
grass-roots level.

“We’ve had some help from the 
British Muslim community, but I 
wish we had more,” he said. “We 
need more help [to counter extrem-
ism], not just support in terms of fi-
nancial donations, but more moral 
support.” Unfortunately, Nawaz 
said: “Sometimes Muslim commu-
nities in Britain can take a reaction-
ary position because they’re defen-
sive and because they’re worried 
about speaking about such things 
and that makes them insular. I en-
courage them to be out in the open 
so everyone speaks about this [ex-
tremism]. We can no longer be in 
denial about the extent of the prob-
lem within our communities.”

Despite criticism regarding the 

paucity and disorganised nature of 
British Muslim communities’ coun-
terterrorism response, Nawaz said 
the key was to hear more voices 
raised against ISIS and extremism, 
even if they were not necessarily in 
accord.

“I think the way forward is to let 

a thousand flowers bloom. Let eve-
ryone contribute to the civil society 
discussion towards a more pluralis-
tic democratic future. 

“One hopes that if everyone does 
that together, even if they’re not 
working in tandem, you’ll see a re-
sult,” he added.

Make no mistake, Middle East still matters to the US
Beirut

O 

bservers of US 
foreign policy have 
embraced a new 
piece of conven-
tional wisdom. 
They argue that the 

United States no longer has vital 
interests in the Middle East, 
therefore needs not deeply 
involve itself in the region. This 
conclusion is seriously flawed.

A familiar contention is that 
the primary reason for American 
interest in the Middle East over 
the last century, namely securing 
access to oil, no longer applies. 
The United States imports most 
of its oil from elsewhere, is nearly 
self-sufficient and has boosted 
its own production thanks to the 
shale oil revolution.

Perhaps, but that’s only half 
the picture. The Middle East may 
not count for many Americans 
but the economy does. Instability 
in the region and its effect on 
oil prices have a bearing on the 
global economy. Moreover, China 
is reliant on the region’s oil, with 
roughly half of its oil imports 
from the Persian Gulf. China is 
also a major holder of US Treasury 
bills, so whatever happens to 

its economy affects the United 
States’.

Then there is the American 
relationship with Saudi Arabia, 
which was always based on 
a quid pro quo: The United 
States protected the kingdom 
in exchange for the Saudis 
maintaining stability in oil 
markets. This equation hasn’t 
changed.

The United States still needs 
Saudi support to ensure oil 
prices remain stable in periods of 
volatility. The Americans also have 
an overriding stake in ensuring 
that Saudi oil doesn’t fall into 
the wrong hands. Washington 
went to war with Iraq in 1991 
for that reason. Then, the Bush 
administration feared Saddam 
Hussein’s control over both 
Kuwaiti and Saudi oil wells.

Another reason justifying 
American disengagement is the 
view that the Palestinian-Israeli 
negotiations have reached an 
impasse, therefore the United 
States has no reason to waste time 
finding a peaceful resolution. 
Though understandable, the 
conclusion is, again, very short-
term.

For starters, the credibility 
of US diplomacy has been 
undermined by the inability to 
reach a settlement. The United 
States is no longer viewed as an 
effective mediator by Palestinians 
and Israelis, eroding American 
regional influence and losing 
Washington an indispensable 
aspect of its power. Yet the 
United States cannot afford to be 
diplomatically marginalised in a 
region as dangerous as the Middle 
East.

While Palestinians and 
Israelis may not be at war today, 
the deadlock in their relations 
suggests an explosion is coming. 
The potential for this to spiral out 
of control is high, based on years 
of frustration and a feeling that 
only armed struggle can break 
the stalemate. The United States 
cannot relish another Arab-Israeli 
war in the region.

Terrorism is a third reason why 
what occurs in the Middle East 
is central to American interests. 
US President Barack Obama has 
understood this in deploying his 
military to Iraq to fight the Islamic 
State. But it shouldn’t take another 
9/11 for the American people to 
agree with him.

The problem is that terrorist 
attacks don’t occur often, so 
there is a tendency to forget their 
traumatic effects. Yet militant 
groups often regard daring attacks 
against Western targets as vital in 
recruiting followers.

However, successful 
containment of terrorists cannot 
be done by military means 
alone. That is why a much more 
multifaceted approach is needed, 
requiring time and commitment 
from the United States and other 
countries.

A fourth reason why the Middle 
East matters is more abstract. 
In his 2015 National Security 
Strategy, Obama defined one of his 
principal foreign policy objectives 
as the establishment of “a rules-
based international order through 
strong and sustainable American 
leadership”.

 This has long been part of 
the president’s worldview, and 
nowhere has it been undermined 

so systematically as in the Middle 
East.

In the conflicts throughout 
the region, above all in Syria and 
Iraq, humanitarian principles 
and human rights have been 
devastated, as have international 
institutions. The region is a 
graveyard for universal values. 
The divisive debate over the US 
invasion of Iraq in 2003 showed 
what can go wrong when there is 
no agreement over global “rules of 
the game”.

The Middle East is at the heart 
of all these issues. Yet most 
disturbing is the sense that US 
foreign affairs are an either-or 
proposition. 

The Obama administration’s 
“pivot to Asia” never needed to 
entail full-scale disengagement 
from the Middle East. Nor did 
the United States’ regional role 
have to involve direct military 
intervention — during the post-
second world war period, until the 
turn of the century, it almost never 
did.

To say that the United States 
has no vital interests in the Middle 
East seems an excuse to hide the 
Obama administration’s lack of a 
policy towards the region. But oil, 
Persian Gulf security, the outcome 
of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, 
terrorism and humanitarian values 
are as important today as they 
were two decades ago. What has 
changed is the United States’ view 
of itself.

Michael Young is a commentator 
and analyst based in Beirut. He 
is the author of The Ghosts of 
Martyrs’ Square: An Eyewitness 
Account of Lebanon’s Life Struggle.

Michael 
Young

View point
The United 
States still 
needs Saudi 
support 
to ensure 
oil prices 
remain 
stable

The Middle East may not 
count for many Americans 
but for the economy it 
does
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Harvesting fog in Morocco
Sidi Ifni 

G
reen technology to turn 
fog into fresh water has 
put an end to exhaust-
ing daily treks to distant 
wells by village women 

in south-western Morocco.
Families in five highland Berber 

communities have begun to ben-
efit from “fog harvesting”, a tech-
nique devised in Chile two decades 
ago and since taken up in countries 
from Peru to Namibia and South 
Africa.

On the summit of a mountain 
named Boutmezguida, which 
looms over the villages at 1,225 
metres, thick fog shrouds about 40 
finely meshed panels designed to 
trap water and relay it to a network 
of pipes.

To have water running from a 
faucet at home is a “revolution” for 
inhabitants of the semi-arid moun-
tains known as the Anti-Atlas, says 
Aissa Derhem, the chairman of an 
active regional association called 
Dar Si Hmad for Development, Ed-
ucation and Culture (DSH).

DSH prides itself on building 

“the world’s largest fog-collection 
and distribution system” and help-
ing locals in the Sidi Ifni region — 
Derhem’s birthplace — to learn to 
operate it, after repeated droughts 
and scarce rain. “Our rain here is 
the fog,” Derhem adds.

Tiny droplets are caught on the 
mesh while fog wafts through pan-
els. Harvesters mix all they catch 
with water derived from drilling, 
then supply villages on the lower 
slopes.

Derhem heard about fog harvest-
ing 20 years ago. A few years later, 
on returning to Sidi Ifni, he realised 
that the local climate was similar to 
that of the Andes in South America.

DSH joined forces with Fog 
Quest, a Canadian charity whose 
volunteers work in a range of de-
veloping countries. North Africa’s 
first pilot project became opera-
tional after almost a decade’s work 
refining techniques.

The valves were opened at Sidi 
Ifni for the first time to mark World 
Water Day, March 22nd. Ever since, 
“92 households, or nearly 400 peo-
ple” have enjoyed running water at 
home, says Mounir Abbar, the pro-
ject’s technical manager.

“Morocco has a lot of fog because 
of three phenomena: the presence 
of an anticyclone from the Azores, 
a cold air current and a mountain-
ous obstacle,” Derhem says.

The mesh that traps water is 

“merely an imitation of nature”, 
he adds, pointing out how spider 
webs catch minute droplets of wa-
ter.

“This is ecological and enables 
us to look after the regional water 
table, which we have been empty-
ing away,” Derhem says.

The scheme will be extended to 
other villages and, in time, advo-
cates hope, to other parts of the 
country.

In the village of Douar Id Achour, 
residents are proud of their new 
taps, for good reason. Women and 
children used to spend an average 

of four hours a day on a round trip 
to a well, even longer in dry sum-
mer.

“I filled two 20-litre containers 
four times a day,” says Massouda 
Boukhalfa, 47. “But even those 160 
litres weren’t enough for us be-
cause we have cattle as well.”

During droughts, water was 
carried in by tanker trunk. “That 
took a fortnight and cost 150 dir-
hams ($15.60) for 5,000 litres on 
average,” young resident Houcine 
Soussane recalls.

According to Dar Si Hmad, 7,000 
litres of fog water cost three times 

less than before, even with a fee of 
about $2 to each household for the 
right to a counter.

Villagers today have more time 
to collect the nutty fruit of argan 
trees and extract its prized and po-
tentially lucrative oil, used in cook-
ing, skin care and easing arthritis. 
Reputed as an anti-ageing product, 
argan oil has been taken up abroad 
as an ingredient in high-end cos-
metics.

“Our women and daughters no 
longer wear themselves out. They 
go to school and are safe,” 54-year-
old villager Lahcen Hammou Ali 
sums up. “With the time saved, we 
can pay for water all year by pro-
ducing a bottle of argan oil.”

DSH wants to supply fog water to 
as many villages as possible in the 
area. It plans to replace mesh in the 
panels with a new variety that can 
resist wind speeds of 120 kilome-
tres per hour.

The panels were installed on 
Moroccan soil with help from the 
German charity WasserStiftung 
and successfully passed the testing 
phase.

“The nets are now ready for ex-
port to other towns in Morocco, in 
all the mountainous regions and 
along the seafront,” Derham says, 
hopeful they can be deployed in all 
highland areas where fogbanks are 
frequent.
(Agence France-Presse)

Tiny droplets are 
caught on the mesh 
while fog wafts 
through panels

Fog fences in a hamlet on the outskirts of Sidi Ifni

In Oman, pioneer steps for the environment
Khaled Abdel Malek

Muscat

O
man is one of the Arab 
world’s most engaged 
countries in the protec-
tion of the environment 
and has been working on 

the preservation of its rich flora and 
fauna for several decades. It was the 
first Arab state to create — in 1974 
— a special government body dedi-
cated to environmental issues and 
has since established a ministry for 
the environment and undertaken 
several projects to raise  awareness 
about nature conservation.

Issues of the environment have 
long been among the sultanate’s 
government priorities, a fact that 
is largely due to the special interest 
attached to them by the country’s 
ruler, Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al 
Said.

“Environment work has reached 
advanced stages since His Majesty 
Sultan Qaboos came to power, first 
by establishing a consultancy bu-
reau for the preservation of the en-
vironment, part of the Royal Diwan, 
in 1974, and then a special council 
for the prevention of pollution in 
1979,” Minister of Environment and 
Climate Affairs Mohammed al-Tobi 
said.

In addition, Oman introduced 
legal instruments for environment 
protection. The principal frame-

work legislation is the Protection of 
Environment and Combating Pol-
lution law enacted in 2001, which 
prescribes strict penalties for the re-
lease of pollutants and discharge of 
effluents, both in the land and the 
maritime territory of Oman.

“Oman was also among the first 
(Arab) states to issue a national 
strategy to preserve its environ-
ment, which was designed to be 
a regulating and planning mecha-
nism for environmental issues,” 
Tobi said.

The ministry, established in 2007, 
has plans to increase the number 
of natural and wildlife reserves, 
expand existing ones and increase 
the number of rangers in charge of 
monitoring wildlife on land and in 
the sea, he said, adding, “The law 
forbids causing any damage to the 
environment, especially trade in 
endangered species which the min-
istry is working (hard) to preserve.”

Several civil society groups have 
been formed to protect the environ-
ment and educate people on the 
importance of environmental is-
sues and the conservation of flora 
and fauna.

Nasser al-Kindi, founder of Clean 
Up Oman, non-governmental or-

ganisation, launched his initiative 
in 2011 through a Facebook page, 
asking for volunteers to participate 
in a clean-up day. “Only 35 people 
then responded to my call,” he re-
called. “But three months later, 
we called for an annual clean up of 
the whole country and as many as 
15,000 volunteers turned up.”

Kindi, a 46-year-old private sec-
tor employee, underscored the key 
role of educational institutions in 
raising public awareness about the 
importance of environment preser-
vation. “At least one activity related 
to the environment is being organ-
ised on a monthly basis at Sultan 
Qaboos University at the initiative 
of the students, and this is very 
comforting to us because we need 
to make extra efforts to protect a 
range of endangered animals and 
plants such as the juniper tree in Ja-
bal Akhdar,” he said.

While official attention is focused 
on protecting endangered species 
such as sea turtles and the Arabian 
leopard, other rare animals, includ-
ing hyenas and the Arabian wolf, 
are not given enough attention, 
Kindi said.

“In the past, I used to come across 
plenty of hedgehogs on the way to 
my hometown in the countryside, 
but today they have become very 
rare,” Kindi observed, singling out 
rampant development as one cause 
for their disappearance.

Oman has established natural 
reserves as part of its effort to pro-

tect endangered wildlife. The turtle 
breeding beaches at Ras al-Hadd 
and Ras al-Jinz are protected sites, 
as are the Daymaniyat islands, a 
bird sanctuary to which entry is re-
stricted during the breeding season.

Glyn Barrett, an ecologist with in-
ternational environmental organi-
sation Earthwatch Institute, called 
for better implementation of envi-
ronment laws, coupled with efforts 
to sensitise the public about prob-
lems of ecology.

“Many officials do seem to be 
aware of some of the issues that are 
affecting the country, but the prob-
lem is either they can’t do anything 
themselves or they don’t have the 
real passion to push for change,” he 
said.

“For example, in the reserve of 
Daymaniyat islands there are pan-
els everywhere saying not to litter 
and not to take any coral branches. 
The ideas are there, but their im-
plementation needs to be policed 
unfortunately,” said Barrett, who is 
leading a team of scientists study-
ing the biodiversity of Oman’s al-
Hajar mountains and Dhofar region.

Sayyida Tania Shabib Al Said, 
founder of the Environment Socie-
ty Oman, said she set up the organi-
sation in 2004 on the pillars of con-
serving marine life, protecting land 
ecology and educating the public 
about the environment.

“It is a civil society project to in-
crease awareness about environ-
mental issues in Oman and train 

young Omanis in the field of preser-
vation,” Sayyida Tania, a member of 
the royal family, said.

She suggested that more efforts 
should be deployed in raising pub-
lic awareness on ecological issues, 
noting that “the litter is surely not 
getting better but spreading every-
where”, including beaches, wadis 
and the mountains.

“It is an ongoing problem that 
needs to be better addressed by all 
sides, including the government 
and schools,” she said. “In parallel 
with education and raising aware-
ness, the government must impose 
heavy sanctions [on those who lit-
ter].”

While acknowledging the “big ef-
fort” made by the government in 
keeping Oman clean, Kindi said the 
work of Clean Up Oman and other 
non-governmental organisations 
was needed “because of the atti-
tude of some people littering reck-
lessly”.

“It basically complements the 
state’s work,” he said.

Khaled Abdel Malek is a Lebanese 
explorer and nature lover based 
in Muscat. He has published two 
books on Oman’s natural heritage.

Several civil society 
groups have been 
formed to protect 
the environment

Annual clean up of the natural reserve of Daymaniyat islands in April 2015.

Oman introduced 
legal instruments for 
environment 
protection
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Desperately seeking grain
Despite incentives, Syrian government is having 
hard time purchasing crops from farmers
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

T
he Syrian government is 
desperately trying to gain 
access to the country’s 
wheat crops, which are 
mainly grown in areas 

outside its control. While officials 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
regime expected strong wheat pro-
duction in 2015 due to beneficial 
rains, they have little hope of woo-
ing farmers to sell their crops to the 
government despite offering many 
incentives.

“I have sold all my wheat crop of 
2,000 tons to tradesmen at prices 
higher than what the government 
is offering,” said Salem, a farmer in 
Kurdish-controlled Hasaka prov-
ince in north-eastern Syria.

Many Syrian farmers like Salem 
are selling crops at competitive 
prices to dealers connected with 
the various armed groups control-
ling the fertile lands in which their 
fields are located.

The government has allocated 
$300 million for the purchase of 
wheat, paying $200 per ton instead 
of $130 and promising to pay for the 
crops within 24 hours.

“But none of the measures that 
were taken by the government to 
fill its empty silos is working,” Ab-
del Moin Kadamani, director of 
production at the Ministry of Ag-
riculture, said. “Despite all these 
incentives, the results were very 
disappointing.”

Kadamani said that through June 
17th, the government had received 
129,270 tons of wheat from farmers 
this year. There is little indication 
the volume of delivered crops will 

increase significantly, according to 
a source at the ministry.

“It is a simple comparative calcu-
lation. If the office for grain has so 
far received less than 130,000 tons 
from 363,000 hectares of harvested 
fields, it implies that once all the 
cultivated area of 1,196,798 hec-
tares is fully harvested, it will be 
a miracle if we get more than 500 
tons,” the source added on condi-
tion of anonymity.

The United Nations’ Food and 
Agriculture Organisation (FAO) 
forecast Syrian wheat and barley 
production for 2015 to be as high as 
3 million tons and 1.2 million tons, 
respectively, due to heavy rains.

But more than 45% of major ag-
ricultural areas is in Deir ez-Zor, 
Raqqa, Aleppo and Idlib, areas out-
side Syrian government control. 
Another 43% is in Hasaka where 
control is shared among the gov-
ernment, Islamic State (ISIS) and 
Kurdish armed groups. Only 22% of 
wheat fields fall under the control 
of the government.

Syrian Prime Minister Wael al-
Halqi made an unprecedented visit 
to the Kurdish-controlled part of 
Hasaka on June 15th, announcing 
the allocation of $4 million to the 
province, a move largely viewed as 
an attempt to win over wheat farm-
ers.

Economist Sleiman Sleiman 
downplayed the effect of the visit, 
saying “it came a bit too late”.

“Brokers have already purchased 
the wheat harvest at prices as com-
petitive as the government’s,” Slei-
man said.

He said security hazards and 
risky roads are other factors “pre-
venting the delivery of crops to the 
government. Moreover, farmers are 
constantly threatened and intimi-

dated by armed groups who want 
to stop them from handing over the 
wheat to the authorities”.

Nonetheless, ISIS in March al-
lowed 185 trucks loaded with wheat 
from Qamishli in Hasaka to cross its 
territory to government-controlled 
areas according to a Raqqa-based 
source speaking to The Arab Week-
ly on condition of anonymity.

That apparent “largesse” was 
likely because of problems in stor-
ing excess grain. ISIS also confis-
cated 25% of the crops and levied a 
10,000-pound — about $45 — tax on 
each truckload of barley, the source 
said.

Syria, which boasted surplus 
in wheat production before the 
war, is grappling to ensure there is 
enough grain. The government may 
have to import wheat after already 
drawing on strategic reserves. This 

prompted the Central Bank to offer 
incentives for next season to farm-
ers who deliver their crops to the 
government. Government efforts 
are, however, trounced by trad-
ers and brokers, who are offering 
46 cents-57 cents for a kilogram of 
wheat, compared to the govern-
ment’s 28 cents.

Salem, the wheat farmer from 
Hasaka, said he sold his crop to the 
Kurdish “autonomous administra-
tion” and had no intention to hon-
our loans from the state-run Agri-
cultural Cooperative Bank.

“The Syrian government’s deci-
sion to write off the interest on the 
loans and fines on overdue pay-
ments came very late,” he said. “I 
am not under the obligation to pay 
money to the bank. I cannot afford 
to dispense any penny to the gov-
ernment under the current (harsh) 

living and financial conditions.”
On his part, Mounir, a wheat 

farmer from Raqqa, the de facto 
capital of ISIS, had no choice but 
to sell his 500-ton wheat harvest to 
the Islamist group. “I wish I could 
deliver my produce to the govern-
ment but I cannot under the pre-
vailing situation,” he said.

In the meantime, the government 
has been content with the crops de-
livered from Homs, Hama, Tartus, 
Latakia and Sweida, Kadamani said.

The government is also not risk-
ing storing crops in “hot areas” 
where they could be seized by rebel 
groups but has been transporting 
them quickly to secure silos in Da-
mascus, Tartus and Latakia.

Khalil Hamlo is a reporter based in 
Damascus who has been covering 
Syrian news since 1995.

A Syrian farmer harvests wheat in the eastern Damascus suburb of Ghouta.

ISIS in March 
allowed 185 trucks 
loaded with wheat to 
cross its territory to 
government-
controlled areas

 22%
of wheat fields fall 
under the control of 
the government

Jordan finds new markets, routes to peddle produce
Raied T. Shuqum

Amman

D
esperate to rescue its lu-
crative fruit and vegeta-
ble sector amid regional 
instability, Jordan is tack-
ling a shortage of refriger-

ated trucks for overland freight to 
neighbours while carving out non-
traditional new markets for its pro-
duce.

Jordan’s annual production of 
fruit and vegetables stands at 2.5 
million tonnes. Prior to the “Arab 
spring” revolutions, 1.2 million 
tonnes were exported to neighbour-
ing and European markets.

In April, Jordan lost its Syrian 
trade partner after their common 
border came under attack by mili-
tants. That also affected exports to 
Lebanon, Turkey and Europe, which 
used overland shipping from Jordan 
through Syria. In Iraq, Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants control a vast west-
ern desert bordering Jordan, making 
it hazardous for Jordanian trucks to 
cross the border.

Jordan has since found new mar-
kets in the Gulf Arab region, namely 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates,  for its produce, 
which peaks in summertime.  The 
holy Muslim fasting month of Ram-
adan, which began on June 18th, 

spurs an increase in demand.
After Jordan banned its trucks 

from crossing into Iraq, exports 
of fruits and vegetables dropped. 
However, trucks are now taking new 
routes to export to Iraq.

“Currently, Jordanian trucks go 
to Kuwait overland and then trans-
fer cargo via Iraq’s southern port of 
Basra,” Zuheir Jweihan, president of 
the Jordan Exporters and Producers 
Association for Fruit and Vegeta-
bles, said.

Jweihan explained that, de-
spite the dangers, some produce 
from Jordan is still going overland 

through the common border with 
Iraq, where the cargo is transferred 
to Iraqi trucks.

“The Iraqi market is a significant 
and big market for us,” he said. 
“Therefore, this solution is good at 
present, although costs are higher.”

Jordan now exports about 500 
tonnes of fruits to Iraq per day 
through the new routes.  Exports 
had virtually dipped to zero in the 
wake of ISIS’s takeover of western 
Iraqi cities in the vast desert of An-
bar province in early 2014 and the 
city of Ramadi in May.

Growing demand for summer 

fruit in Gulf Arab states is compen-
sating for losses incurred by farmers 
and exporters after Jordan closed 
its Syrian borders in early April, 
particularly since the bulk of local 
watermelons used to be exported to 
Lebanon via Syria.

“We export all types of vegeta-
bles such as tomatoes, zucchini and 
fruit like watermelons, apricots 
and peaches,” Jweihan said. “About 
3,000 tonnes of fruits and vegeta-
bles are being sent to Gulf countries 
every day, and we expect the num-
ber to increase.”

He emphasised, however, that an 
inadequate number of refrigerated 
trucks has slowed efforts to meet 
the growing demand. There are 
about 3,000 Jordanian refrigerated 
trucks. At least double that number 
is needed.

“The limited number of trucks in-
creased the cost by 100% as the Gulf 
is buying more from Jordan,” he 
said. “Additionally, non-Jordanian 
trucks are not allowed to load from 
Jordan, which is another hurdle.”

Mohammad Dawood, head of the 
Jordanian Truck Owners Union, said 
Jordan has banned its truck drivers 
from going to Iraq to “protect them 
against kidnapping and beheading 
on the hands of terrorist groups in 
Iraq”. Before the ban, some 60 Jor-
danian trucks entered Iraq daily this 
year, while in 2014 and 2013 about 
400 Jordanian trucks entered Iraq 

per day, Dawood said. At present, 
about 100 Iraqi trucks enter Jordan 
daily to load different types of cargo 
and commodities, Dawood noted.

He said the security deterioration 
in Iraq “hurt our business badly”.

Losses incurred by the land trans-
port sector in Jordan since 2011 have 
exceeded $700 million, according to 
Dawood.

An Iraqi truck driver interviewed 
by The Arab Weekly during a recent 
stop in Jordan said he and colleagues 
were “risking our lives on a daily ba-
sis to bring needed commodities to 
our people”.

“When we enter Iraq, we keep 
praying the whole way for our lives 
to be spared,” added the driver, who 
declined to be identified, citing per-
sonal safety concerns.

He said after he leaves the Jorda-
nian Karameh Border Crossing, he 
is stopped several times along the 
600-kilometre highway to Baghdad 
by ISIS and other militants, “who 
ask for bribes”. Sometimes, mili-
tants confiscate his cargo.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in Amman, 
has reported on regional issues 
since 1999.

A plantation near Jerash.

Jordan now exports 
about 500 tonnes of 
fruits to Iraq per day
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Tunis

T
he fall of Muammar 
Qaddafi’s regime in 2011 
saw the emergence of a 
Libyan private sector. Af-
ter four decades of state 

restrictions, entrepreneurs were 
eager to capitalise on new econom-
ic and political opportunities.

Leading the charge for Libya’s 
private business sector is 32-year-
old entrepreneur Almahdi Abdula-
ti, executive director of the Libyan 
Council of Entrepreneurs.

Abdulati passionately lamented 
the inadequate economic poli-
cies in his country since Qaddafi’s 
downfall.

“The successive governments 
in power after the February 2011 
revolution kept using the same sys-
tematic policies against the private 
sector,” he said on the sidelines of a 
recent business conference.

At a discussion dedicated to the 
emergence of the Libyan private 
sector during the June 4th Tunis 
Forum, economic experts and Lib-
yan private sector heavyweights, 
Abdulati included, discussed the 
perspectives of development and 
the obstacles facing free enterprise 
in the country. Panellists agreed on 
priority issues in the way of devel-
opment of investment and private 
initiative, such as barriers to for-
eign investment, including com-
pany and land ownership laws and 
an almost exclusive dependency 
on oil revenues.

Abdulati bemoaned the increas-
ingly inefficient and inept gov-

ernance in post-Qaddafi Libya. 
“Private initiative continues to be 
neglected, and the bloated pub-
lic service apparatus has been re-
stored and reactivated,” he said.

The World Bank Representative 
in Libya Marouane El Abassi, said 
during the Tunis Forum that pub-
lic wages and subsidies ballooned 
in Libya due to the frail transition 
as the government attempted to 
win hearts, minds and loyalties, 
while oil revenues dropped signifi-
cantly due to civil strife and low  
prices. 

The Libyan budget, which en-
joyed large surpluses until 2012, 
has suffered an increasing deficit 
since 2013. Abassi says the diver-
sification of the economy and rev-
enue sources, as well as reforming 
the public sector, is critical.

“The entire public economic 
force of the country, ranging from 
the public sector and companies to 
the national chambers of industry 
and commerce, are in a state of sus-
pension and paralysis,” he said.

Fares al-Hussami, an economist 
with the Organisation for Econom-
ic Co-operation and Development, 
said 60% of Libya’s small and me-
dium enterprises (SMEs) were cre-
ated after February 2011 but the so-
cialist legacy of 42 years of Qaddafi 
rule was difficult for Libyans to 
shed.

Mohamed Raid, chief executive 
officer of Al-Naseem for Food In-
dustries, decried the lack of sup-
port and funding for the training 
of the private sector employees, as 
well the continuing stigmatisation 
of the sector. He and other speak-
ers pointed out that urgent reform 
is needed in the educational sys-
tem, which is chronically churning 
out graduates ill-suited for today’s 
workplace.

However, the greatest hurdle in 
the way of private business and 
that of the Libyan economy in gen-

eral is the chaotic security situa-
tion, the speakers said. 

The United Nations has been 
seeking to bring together into a 
unity government two warring fac-
tions: an anti-Islamist bloc based 
in eastern Tobruk and Bayda led 
by General Khalifa Haftar and a 
coalition of Islamists militias with 
bases in Tripoli and Misrata in the 
west. Exacerbating the situation is 
the rise of the Islamic State (ISIS), 
which over that past month took 
control of the coastal cities of Sirte 
and Hawara after having previous-
ly established a base in Derna.

Despite the bleak security situa-
tion, Abdulati is forging ahead with 
his projects. He organised a meet-
ing in Brussels in March involving 
Libyan businessmen with the in-
tention of creating an organisation 
to promote the private sector.

“We aimed to consolidate and 
coalesce the active economic forc-
es in Libya,” he said. “We would 
like to achieve security and peace 
in the country. That would in turn 
create an auspicious environment 
for national reconciliation.”

Abdulati’s new organisation 
hopes to affect economic policy as 

well. “We also seek to lobby and 
advise the Central Bank and the 
government on best practices and 
policy, like implementing cash 
transfers instead of subsidies, and 
linking the public payroll with the 
private pay level, in order to main-
tain stability and avoid disparate 
salary levels,” he said.

The group met again June 15th in 
Tunis as it is expected to announce 
the launch of a new organisation 
for Libyan businessmen that will 
be, as described by Abdudalti, “the 
uniting umbrella of all active eco-
nomic forces in Libya”.

The uphill battle of Libya’s private sector

A ship unloads cargo at a port in Misrata. Insecurity is the biggest impediment.

Yassine Halila

Private initiative 
continues to be 
neglected

World Bank to help stabilise Iraqi areas recaptured from ISIS
Dalal Saoud

Beirut

T
he World Bank is joining 
efforts to help Iraq’s coali-
tion government stabilise 
newly liberated Sunni Arab 
cities that had been swiftly 

conquered in 2014 by the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

Restoring the trust of the Sunni 
Arabs in the central government, 
securing the return of the displaced 
inhabitants and rebuilding the in-
frastructure in liberated cities could 
constitute a turning point in the 
fight against ISIS.

Ferid Belhaj, World Bank direc-
tor for the Middle East, disclosed 
during an interview with The Arab 
Weekly details of the programme, 
which is to be discussed July 7th by 
the World Bank Board of Directors in 
Washington.

“What we are doing now [in Iraq] 
is extremely novel and extremely 
risky but extremely needed,” Belhaj 
said.

The project was meant to help re-
build the infrastructure and restore 
basic services, such as health, edu-
cation, water, sanitation and hous-
ing, in the areas recaptured from 
ISIS.

“We are working with the Iraqi 
government to re-establish the func-
tioning of the basic services… in the 
areas that are being liberated from 
Daesh, like Tikrit and Sulaimaniya.”

Belhaj said he considered the new 
World Bank project “crucial”, saying 

that when ISIS took control Sunni 
cities in Iraq, they “pretended they 
are establishing a new order, a new 
way of managing the place”.

He stressed that the Baghdad 
government must “show the popu-
lation that not only they are doing 
way better but they are legitimate 
and they can secure the place”.

“We are taking big risks but we 
believe those risks are important to 
take,” Belhaj said.

One factor that encouraged the 
World Bank to engage in such a 
project was the establishment of a 
coalition government in Baghdad 
and Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi’s pledge to mend sectarian 
divisions caused by his predecessor 
Nuri al-Maliki, who marginalised 
the Sunni and Kurdish 
minorities.

Iraq’s stabil-
ity is thus the 
issue, although 
it’s going to be 
“very difficult” 
to maintain, 
according to 
Belhaj, who 
explained that 
the “country is 
in very dire need 
of a strong mac-
ro-economic bal-
ance. Oil has gone 
down. Spending is 
going up because of 

many things, including security for 
they need to spend money to train 
soldiers to repel Daesh.” Reforming 
heavily some of Iraq’s extremely 
inefficient sectors, such as banking 
and energy and pension and state-
owned enterprises, is a must to 
boost the country’s economy.

According to Belhaj, economic, 
political and social exclusion were 
main factors that led to the out-
break of the “Arab spring” in many 
countries of the troubled region, 
which is “in very deep transition”.

For years, he explained, the Arab 
region has been stagnant and char-
acterised by “its immobilism”, with 
“nothing happening and strong re-
gimes sitting on the majority of the 
productive economic instruments 
of the country”.

“For years, people seem to be 
okay with that and then all of 

a sudden, you had that accel-
eration of history that really 
nobody saw coming.”

He considered the 2008 
financial crisis to have been 
“a huge destabilising fac-
tor” for the Arab world. 
“People kept on asking their 

governments for free servic-
es and the governments that 

were affected by the finan-
cial crisis could not af-

ford to deliver anymore.” “Arab 
spring” countries, however, differed 
in absorbing the ongoing transition, 
with Morocco adopting a calm and 
gradual change;  Libya, Yemen and 
Syria in outright civil wars; Egypt 
having its ups and downs; and Iraq 
making a “slow and very difficult 
coming back”; while Lebanon and 
Jordan reel under the burden of 
nearly 2 million Syrian refugees.

With no president elected since 
May 2014, a dormant parliament 
and almost paralysed cabinet, Leba-
non became “dysfunctional” but 
strangely still holding.

“All the intelligence people 
around the world have predicted the 
collapse of Lebanon for years but it 
is still going. How much time would 
that be, I don’t know,” Belhaj noted.

He warned that Lebanon risks los-
ing immediately $600 million out 
of $1.1 billion in loans by the World 
Bank to finance projects in educa-
tion, health, water and telecommu-
nications. The projects have been 
approved by Lebanon “but some 
still sitting somewhere” in the par-
liament or Council of Ministers wait-
ing to be ratified.

Belhaj said the World Bank moved 
quickly to help Lebanon and Jordan 
cope with the repercussions of the 
Syrian crisis, now in its fifth year, 
by financing emergency projects to 
“hopefully prevent unrest and ten-
sions” between the local communi-
ties and the Syrian refugees.

With 1.5 million Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon and more than 600,000 

in Jordan, he said “the international 
community was not doing as much 
as it should to help” both countries 
deal with such a humanitarian trag-
edy.

Belhaj, however, called for look-
ing beyond the deadly violence and 
brutal conflicts sweeping the Arab 
world.

“We are today in a ‘Bretton 
Woods’ moment,” he said, referring 
to the UN Monetary and Financial 
Conference that gathered delegates 
from 44 nations in July 1944 in 
Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, to 
agree to a series of rules for the post-
World War II international monetary 
system and the reconstruction of 
Europe.

“We believe we are in the 1943-44 
moment. That’s why we are plan-
ning and preparing for the next step 
because one day things will stabi-
lise,” he said. “Today, what is inter-
esting and quite encouraging is that 
not only we have countries thinking 
about the post-war but we have also 
people putting money on the table, 
investing in the future.”

Preparations for the reconstruc-
tion of Syria are under way, with 
noticeable private sector invest-
ment movement, he noted. Leba-
nese businessmen are investing in 
cement factories while Lebanese 
banks are enlarging the scope of 
their business and expanding to Er-
bil in Kurdistan. “Turkish banks are 
all over the place,” Belhaj said.

“When we see people investing 
their own money in places where 
most human beings don’t see the 
light at the end of the tunnel, I 
would think twice,” he concluded.

Dalal Saoud is the deputy editor in 
chief of The Arab Weekly and has 
been covering the Arab region since 
1990. She is based in Beirut.

We are working with 
the Iraqi government 
to re-establish the 
functioning of the 
basic services

We are today in a 
‘Bretton Woods’ 
moment
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Tunisian economy 
should withstand 
terror shock

Oil hits 3-week 
lows as Greek 
crisis worsens

Asian imports of 
Iran oil hit 2015 
highs

The assault on a Tunisian resort, 
which killed 38 people, sent holi-
daymakers fleeing and dealt a major 
blow to the country’s tourism indus-
try but the broader economy should 
be robust enough to withstand the 
shock.

European tour operators evacu-
ated thousands of tourists after 
the June 26th attack on a beach in 
Sousse and many foreigners are like-
ly to shun Tunisia until they feel it 
is safe to return. Officials predicted 
terror-related losses of at least $515 
million to the tourism industry.

However, analysts say the econ-
omy should avoid a repeat of the 
recession that followed the 2011 
revolution. Inflation appears steady 
at less than 6%, tax collection is im-
proving and authorities have started 
to rein in spending, which may off-
set a tourism slump.

The turmoil unleashed by Tuni-
sia’s 2011 revolution slashed foreign 
currency tourism receipts by one-
third. By 2014 they had regained 
their pre-revolution level but 2015 
has been a dire year for the industry.
(Reuters)

Crude futures hit 3-week lows as 
Greece shut its banks and imposed 
capital controls, causing widespread 
risk aversion, while Iran looked like-
ly to extend nuclear negotiations 
with the West to export more of its 
oil into an oversupplied market.

The dollar initially surged against 
the euro on the Greek jitters but it 
later retreated, limiting the down-
side for oil.

Brent crude futures settled down 
almost 2% at $62.01 a barrel, its 
weakest finish since June 5th. US 
crude closed down 2.2% at $58.33 
a barrel, its lowest settlement since 
June 8th.

Analysts said crude prices could 
weaken further as the Greek situa-
tion will probably not be resolved 
until a referendum on whether to 
accept conditions for a bailout.

“This may be the time when we 
break lower and into the $50s for 
Brent as we have a full week of un-
certainty,” said Bjarne Schieldrop, 
head of commodity analysis at SEB 
in Oslo.
(Reuters)

Asian imports of Iranian crude 
rose to the highest level of 2015 in 
May, although buyers may have 
to curb further increases if nego-
tiators fail to reach a final deal on 
Tehran’s nuclear programme.

A deal between Iran and six 
world powers would resolve a 12-
year standoff over the Islamic na-
tion’s nuclear work in exchange 
for relief from sanctions, which 
could send millions of barrels 
flooding into an already saturated 
market.

Iran has as much as 40 mil-
lion barrels of oil stored in tank-
ers and aims to increase output 
by 500,000 barrels per day (bpd) 
within a month of sanctions be-
ing lifted and up to 1 million bpd 
within six or seven months.

Exports by Iran to China, India, 
Japan and South Korea totalled 
1.2 million bpd in May, down 1.9% 
from a year ago and the highest 
since 1.21 million bpd in Decem-
ber, government and tanker-
tracking data showed.
(Reuters)

Briefs

GCC rail network to help economies
Krishna Kumar

Dubai

T 

he dramatic economic 
growth that Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) 
countries have witnessed 
in the last four decades 

has been paralleled by a surge in 
demand for a supportive infra-
structure, including road, sea and 
air transport facilities.

But it is becoming more evident 
that growth in metropolitan travel 
and economic exchange cannot be 
met by roads alone but necessitates 
a modern and effective railway net-
work.

The project to set up a Gulf rail-
way linking all six GCC countries 
was first approved at a GCC summit 
in 2009. A 2018 deadline to com-
plete the work was set at subse-
quent meetings.

Experts agree on the need for 
Gulf countries to invest in rail de-
spite the financial and technologi-
cal challenges because rail offers 
dividends on many fronts — eco-
nomic and social — as well as in pro-

moting sustainable development. 
“The Gulf rail project will entail 
significant investments across all 
member-states, given the lowered 
oil price impacting revenues of oil 
exports, but the benefits are plen-
ty,” said Salvador Zarate, of A.T. 
Kearney, a US-based global man-
agement consulting firm.

“The GCC railway will contribute 
to Gulf countries’ efforts to diversi-
fy their economies by helping them 
boost the competitiveness of their 
industries,” Zarate said in an inter-
view with The Arab Weekly.

He said this will happen through 
the combination of several effects, 
including reduction in transporta-
tion costs and environmental pol-
lution as a result of switching from 
road to rail, and improvement of 
the reliability of supply chains.

The impact on the movement 
of people will also be significant, 
Zarate explained. “On the one 
hand, the railway will take a sig-
nificant market share in trips short-
er than 600 kilometres, such as 
Dubai-Abu Dhabi or Riyadh-Dam-
mam.” he said. “On the other, the 
decrease in the number of trucks 
on GCC roads will contribute to in-

creasing their average speed and 
safety.”

The $15.4 billion project entail-
ing the construction of a 2,177km 
regional network starts in Kuwait, 
connecting it with Bahrain, via 
Dammam in the eastern province 
of Saudi Arabia. From Dammam, 
the railway would link the Saudi 
kingdom with Qatar through Salwa 
border post and Bahrain with Qatar 
via a Qatar-Bahrain causeway.

Also from Saudi Arabia, the net-
work would go south to Abu Dhabi 
and Al Ain in the United Arab Emir-
ates, via Al Batha border area, and 
end up in Oman across the coastal 
city of Sohar, to Muscat.

According to Julian Hill, regional 
managing director of Atkins, a lead-
ing design, engineering and project 
management consultancies in the 
region, who monitors railway de-
velopments in the Middle East, the 
network is a must for developing 
economies such as the GCC’s.

“Successful, prosperous and 
growing countries and cities need 
high-quality modes of mass public 
transportation,” Hill told The Arab 
Weekly. He said that in addition to 
its immense economic and social 
benefits, “rail, as a mode of trans-
port, is cost-effective and environ-
mentally sustainable”.

“Advances in technology and 
innovation will enable smart, in-
tegrated and personal rail travel 
everywhere. This is a global trend 
and it applies to the Middle East 

as much as to China, Europe or the 
US, where high-speed rail is very 
high on the agenda,” Hill added.

The Gulf railway has gone be-
yond design stage and work is 
under way. Nonetheless, officials 
acknowledge it is unlikely that all 
countries will meet the 2018 dead-
line.

Among the six GCC states, Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE have taken 
concrete steps to implement their 
parts of the collective project. The 
two countries are on schedule to 
link their networks. Other states 
are expected to join onto the main 
network when they are ready.

In Saudi Arabia, design work for 
the “land bridge project,” a 950km 
line for cargo and passengers that 
will connect the kingdom’s Red Sea 
and Gulf coasts, in addition to the 
links between existing Saudi lines 
and the GCC network, is almost 
completed.

In the UAE, the 1,200km national 
railway network, Etihad Rail, is un-
der construction over three stages. 
It will link main population centres 
and economic hubs and will form a 
vital part of the planned GCC rail-
way.

 In the meantime, Qatar is set 
to award the contract for the first 
phase of the line that is to connect 
it to Saudi Arabia in mid-2016, with 
commercial service expected to be-
gin by 2018.

However, indications are that 
Oman and Kuwait might miss 
the deadline because of delays in 
awarding contracts and finalising 
design plans.

In Bahrain, preliminary studies 
have been completed for the rail-
way and for a second causeway 
linking the country to Saudi Arabia 
but bids are still to be determined 
for the design stage.

Once the rail network is ready, 
laws will be needed to regulate op-
erations. Here, too, finalisation will 
follow after the countries enact 
their own regulatory legislation.

The Gulf Rail Authority, which 
will be running the entity, will have 
to focus on three major areas: the 
legal framework for interoperabil-
ity; technical harmonisation and 
standardisation; and safety.

That will ultimately pave the way 
for a smooth pan-GCC travel expe-
rience.

Krishna Kumar is a Dubai-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

GCC railway

The $15.4 billion 
project entails the 
construction of a 
2,177km regional 
network

The GCC railway will 
contribute to Gulf 
countries’ efforts to 
diversify their 
economies

The impact on the 
movement of people 
will also be 
significant

Linking all GCC countries
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Ramadan a special month for UAE expats, natives
Krishna Kumar

Dubai

T
he special spirit of the 
Muslim holy month of 
Ramadan, a time when 
daily life slows down and 
more focus is placed on 

charity and caring, is commonly 
felt by Gulf nationals and expatri-
ates. Fasting at this time of the 
year, when days are the longest and 
temperature at their highest, is no 
easy feat.

Mario Volpi, an Italian real estate 
professional who has been in Dubai 
for seven years, has observed fast-
ing on several occasions along with 
his Muslim colleagues and friends. 
“Personally, I find (fasting) not that 
difficult,” he said. “The harshest 
part, though, is not to partake any 
liquid and that is remarkable about 
those who abstain.”

For Australia’s Jonathan Brad-
ford, Ramadan is a unique experi-
ence. “I find life at this time of the 
year different from anything I had 
experienced at home. While back 
home practically everything shuts 
down by evening, here you find 
the city coming to life after 9pm,” 
Bradford said. “You can go out and 
do many things, like visiting a den-
tist or taking your car for service.”

Ramadan, one of the five pillars 
of Islam, is a time when the spirit of 
virtue, compassion and harmony is 
practiced by Muslims across the 
globe.

The emphasis during Ramadan 
is on spiritual transformation from 
within, according to Nasif Kayed, 
managing director of the Sheikh 

Mohammed Centre for Cultural 
Understanding (SMCCU). “Rama-
dan in the UAE and Gulf is special 
in terms of bonding and closeness 
between the younger and older 
generations of a family. Here you 
can see many generations living to-
gether and observing Ramadan in a 
very traditional way,” Kayed said.

Operating under the banner of 
“Open Doors-Open Minds”, the 
SMCCU is a non-profit organisation 
designed to increase awareness 
and understanding between the 
many cultures in the UAE. It strives 
to remove barriers between people 
of different nationalities and back-
grounds while raising awareness 
about local culture and Islam.

“The Ramadan spirit permeates 
everywhere, whether at home or 
outside. Anyone visiting the UAE 
or any other Gulf country can ex-
perience and feel its spirit,” Kayed 
said.

What an outsider will notice is 
that “there is less activity during 
the day and at night people tend 
to be more outgoing. Offices and 
work places curtail their daily work 
by around two hours to cope with 
the rigours of fasting,” he added. 
He said people are inclined towards 
worship during Ramadan and more 
eager to do charitable and volun-
teer work.

Dubai, one of the world’s most 
popular tourist destinations, 
known for its beaches, shopping 
festivals, nightlife and restaurants, 
introduces special guidelines and 
restrictions during Ramadan. 

Moderation in dress and behav-
iour are required. “One cannot 
eat, drink or smoke in public dur-
ing fasting hours. (Visitors have) to 
respect and adhere to the rules and 
protocols in a Muslim society and 
enjoy the Ramadan spirit,” Kayed 
said.

As part of his mission as a cul-
tural ambassador, Kayed meets 
foreign expatriates and visitors to 
the UAE who are curious about Is-

lam and its customs and traditions. 
“Their most common queries re-
late to dress, food, prayer, fasting 
and women’s rights,” he said. “I at-
tempt to explain the thinking and 
reasons behind each of these facets 
of our life as well as religion and 
culture.”

Bradford, even after living in the 
UAE for a decade, said he is still 
taken in by the unique charm that 
Ramadan offers to a foreigner like 
him.

“Everyone is so welcoming,” 
Bradford said. “When I go for my 
walk in the evening, I see people 
offering iftar (sunset fast-breaking 
meal). Neighbours you have not 
seen lately come around offering 
you coffee. It is a very nice feeling.”

Ramadan-inspired lectures high-
lighting religious and social issues, 

events, activities and stage shows 
for children are scheduled across 
the UAE throughout the holy 
month.  The retail sector also gets 
in on the Ramadan sprit, coming 
up with a number of special offers.

One of the eagerly awaited events 
of the season is the Ramadan Night 
Market in Dubai, a ten-day shop-
ping fiesta at Dubai’s World Trade 
Centre.

“Despite a plethora of shopping 
options and world-class malls in 
Dubai, Ramadan Night Market has 
become very popular within just 
three years of its launch because it 
has a unique charm, offering visi-
tors extraordinary shopping as well 
as family bonding opportunity,” 
said Sunil Jaiswal, president of Su-
mansa Exhibitions, organisers of 
the Ramadan Night Market.

Ramadan is also about caring for 
the poor and needy. Local and in-
ternational charities organise fund-
raising events to help the poor. The 
Abu Dhabi-based Khalifa Bin Zayed 
Al-Nahyan Foundation has a com-
prehensive programme, running 
for the past eight years, to provide 
Ramadan food assistance around 
the world in coordination with the 
Emirates Red Crescent and UAE 
embassies.

This year, the foundation is pro-
viding nearly 2 million iftar meals 
to be distributed throughout the 
UAE as well as hundreds of thou-
sands of food parcels to be sent 
abroad to 56 countries, including 
Syria, Yemen and Sudan. 

People living in the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip will also receive the 
packages.

One of the eagerly 
awaited events of 
the season is the 
Ramadan Night 
Market in Dubai

A Ramadan-inspired lecture or “majlis”, held at a Dubai mall.

In Casablanca, both spirituality and business thrive in Ramadan
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

I
t’s two o’clock in the afternoon 
and Moha o Said Street in Casa-
blanca’s old medina is crammed 
with vendors shouting to lure 
customers, a scene that heralds 

the advent of the holy month of 
Ramadan.

Inhabitants of Morocco’s econom-
ic capital become more spiritual 
and sociable while charity reaches 
a climax and businesses thrive dur-
ing this most sacred month of the 
year. However, the food often over-
shadows the spirituality as residents 
flock to markets and bakeries on a 
daily basis to fill their iftar tables.

In the neighbourhood of Derb Sul-
tan, customers queue to get pastry 
called shebbakia from one of Casa-
blanca’s busiest pastry shops, nick-
named “Hitler” because custom-
ers keep raising their hands to be 
served.

Also known as mkharka, shebba-
kia is a Moroccan cookie shaped into 
a flower, fried and coated with hon-
ey and adorned with sesame. The 
price for shebbakia can vary from 
$2.57 to $23.68 per kilo, depend-
ing on the ingredients used and the 
shops selling the product.

“I love to get shebbakia from this 
shop but, believe it or not, the black 
market is spoiling the festive atmos-
phere,” said Mohammed Talbi.

“Unfortunately, there are some 
guys who are charging customers al-
most half the price of the kilo if they 
want to avoid the long queue,” said 
Talbi as he watches a black market 
dealer approach a customer.

Another shop on bustling Mediou-
na Road is busy preparing all kinds 
of pastries to meet the demand.

“An iftar table without shebbakia 

is meaningless. Shebbakia is Rama-
dan and Ramadan is shebbakia,” 
said Mohsine Abou Ashahi, showing 
the different designs of the tradi-
tionally made Moroccan cookie.

“Most Moroccans drink harira 
accompanied with shebbakia,” he 
added.

Harira is an indispensable lentil 

and tomato soup that is served with 
other food, including hard-boiled 
eggs, briouate (sweet or savoury 
filled pastries), fried fish and vari-
ous pancakes, for breaking the fast.

Charity in Casablanca peaks dur-
ing Ramadan as many non-govern-
mental organisations (NGOs) and 
volunteers organise free iftar tables 

for the needy and distribute food 
across Casablanca’s public hospi-
tals.

The 39-year-old Al Wifak Asso-
ciation is one of the leading NGOs in 
catering to the needy during Rama-
dan.

“This is the 18th year that we have 
been organising free iftar meals in 
Casablanca,” Abdel Haq Al Iyassi, 
the president of Al Wifak Associa-
tion, said.

“We are serving almost 8,000 
meals a day during Ramadan, 500 
more compared to last year,” said 
Iyassi, who added that takeaways 
are served from 11am to 4pm to 
those who are in dire need, such as 
the unemployed, orphans or with 
special needs.

Al Wifak coordinates with other 
associations to cater at 13 venues in 
the economic capital besides serv-
ing food at the Casablanca Handi-
crafts Chamber.

Another team of a dozen volun-
teers packs food to distribute at 
Hospital Moulay Youssef.

“We distribute around 150 food 
packs to patients at the hospital on 
a daily basis throughout Ramadan,” 
said Fatiha Mghoghi, who coordi-
nates donations.

“Once we finish from the hospital, 
we look for the homeless and de-
prived children across the streets of 
Casablanca’s poor neighbourhoods 
to offer them food packs.”

A couple of hours before iftar, 
people can be seen running or cy-
cling along the corniche despite 
doctors’ repeated warnings that par-
ticipating in sports could be harmful 
during Ramadan because of the lack 
of water in the body. Others fish or 
just sit, taking advantage of the sea 
breeze and watching the beautiful 
sunset on the Atlantic coast.

A few minutes before iftar, the 
noisy city is brought to a standstill 

as if it were abandoned to errant 
cats and dogs. Speeding cars, oblivi-
ous to traffic lights and stop signs, 
can be clearly noticed from time to 
time, trying to make it home before 
the call to the Maghreb prayer at 
sunset.

As soon as cannon fire and sirens 
blow, to officially declare sunset, 
people in Casablanca break their 
fast while tuning to their favourite 
programmes on Moroccan televi-
sion.

Some, however, prefer to eat out 
as restaurants compete to offer the 
best value for money.

Iftar meals start from as little as 51 
cents and include a bowl of harira 
and a pancake at a little shop owned 
by Najia Salim in the old medina. 
At the other end of the economic 
spectrum, the Cabestan Ocean View 
offers an iftar meal for $40.13 while 
a traditional orchestra plays. The 
five-star hotel Golden Tulip Farah 
charges $46.31 for an open buffet.

“I like the atmosphere in Rama-
dan. As a matter of fact, if Ramadan 
lasted for one year, this would be a 
civilised nation because the traffic is 
better, dealing with people is much 
better than in the other months,” 
said Ali Alami, who was shopping in 
the old medina.

Mohamed Benchikh, a trader in 
his 40s, echoed Alami’s statement 
and said people are increasing good 
deeds by performing extra congre-
gational prayers, inviting relatives 
to iftar and becoming more tolerant 
towards each other.

Saad Guerraoui is a regular 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

Charity reaches a 
climax and 
businesses thrive

Favourite pastries
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The best and brightest continue to leave Lebanon
Mona Alami

Beirut

D
eteriorating economic 
conditions combined 
with a simmering politi-
cal crisis have exacer-
bated Lebanon’s brain 

drain. After a decline in emigra-
tion levels ushered in by economic 
growth that marked the pre-2005 
years, Lebanon has gone back to 
unwittingly exporting its smartest 
and most educated youth.

Beirut’s English-language Daily 
Star recently reported that The 
Lebanese Association of Engineers 
of the French Grandes Ecoles 
(ALIGEF) was attempting to stem 
emigration of young Lebanese by 
helping its alumni working abroad 
find opportunities at home. 
ALIGEF is forming partnerships 
with Lebanon’s top companies, 
mainly within the banking and 
construction sectors.

ALIGEF’s initiative sheds light 
on the alarming increase in emi-
gration levels of Lebanese gradu-
ates. According to Nassib Ghobril, 
chief economist at the Byblos 
Bank, 56% of Lebanese emigrants 
to the United States and Canada 
are between 22 and 44 years old.

In December 2014, the Lebanese 
research group Information In-
ternational published a study on 
youth migration covering the pe-
riod from 1992 (after the civil war) 
through 2014. The study, which 
included data from Beirut Inter-
national Airport, found that the 
number of Lebanese leaving the 
country totalled 174,704 (an annu-
al average of 58,234) in 2011-13.

This increase was reminiscent of 
the 1975-2001 period — during and 
after the civil war — that witnessed 
the departure of 274,000 universi-
ty graduates and 32,000 technical 
school graduates.

“Members of the Lebanese dias-
pora primarily seek the Arab coun-
tries, followed by North America, 
Europe, Africa, Australia and fi-
nally Latin America,” explains 
Ghobril.

Wars, repeated security inci-
dents, terrorist bombings and the 
rise of radical groups in Lebanon 
have contributed to the resur-
gence of Lebanese emigration, but 
Ghobril claims that 70% of Leba-
nese leaving the country are moti-
vated by economic reasons.

The country’s growth plum-
meted about 2% in 2014, with the 
national debt rising to $69 billion 
in 2015.  Inflation, increasing un-
employment and degradation of 
the health and education sectors 
exacerbated the trend. Better sala-
ries and work environments in the 
Gulf and the West serve as “pull 
factors”.

“There is definitely a huge in-
crease in the number of job seek-
ers who are looking to leave Leba-
non,” says Faysal el-Jurdi, chief 
executive officer of Vision Hos-
pitality Recruitment, a company 
that specialises in hospitality con-
sulting. “The number of job seek-
ers has doubled in the past three 
years,” he adds, saying that the 
majority of those were well-edu-
cated, mostly university gradu-
ates.

However, high levels of emigra-

tion have also produced some in-
direct positive effects.

“Remittances of Lebanese expa-
triates have increased from $7.86 
billion in 2013 to $8.9 billion in 
2014,” according to a recent World 
Bank report. This 13.2% increase in 
remittances gave Lebanon the sec-
ond-highest growth rate among the 
15 largest recipients of remittances 
in developing economies in 2014, 
behind only Pakistan, which saw 
a 16.6% increase. Lebanon was the 
14th-largest recipient of remittanc-
es in the world and the tenth-larg-
est recipient among 125 developing 
economies in 2014. Lebanon is the 

second-largest recipient of remit-
tances among 16 Arab countries.

This positive effect has reverber-
ated across the Lebanese economy. 
It explains, in part, the banking 
sector’s continuing strength, which 
boasted deposits amounting to 
$170 billion at the end of July 2014, 
guaranteeing the smooth financing 
of the country’s public debt.

“Another positive impact of high 
emigration rates is that it facilitates 
the absorption of Lebanese uni-
versity graduates whose numbers 
far exceed the needs of the local 
economy even during periods of 
growth,” says Ghobril. In spite of 

these benefits, Lebanon is still los-
ing its human capital and is left 
with an increasingly ageing popu-
lation.

It appears that for the next dec-
ade, Lebanon will have to come 
to terms with regaining its youth-
ful population for short periods 
of times, mostly during summer 
and winter holidays. Lebanon’s 
more permanent population will 
be made up of either younger stu-
dents, elderly cohorts of retirees 
and poorer citizens. The potential 
long-term reduction in economic 
growth due to Lebanese migration 
is very real.

Too many young Lebanese leaving?

70%
of Lebanese leaving 
the country are 
motivated by 
economic reasons

Lebanon is the 
second-largest 
recipient of 
remittances among 
16 Arab countries

Jordan asks if Charlie, Charlie is a game or witchcraft
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

“C
harlie, Charlie are you 
here?”
The latest internet 
craze comes in the 
shape of a simple 

trick: Using two pencils and a piece 
of paper to contact the world of the 
dead.

The game’s star is an alleged Mex-
ican child demon named “Charlie” 
who supposedly has the ability to 
answer any type of dark and scary 
question “yes” or “no”. It’s a scary 
trick that is enough to send shivers 
down the spine as it mixes simplic-
ity with witchcraft and black magic 
belief.

Called Charlie, Charlie, the 
game’s ability beyond the world of 
the living takes players further by 
confirming its existence and refus-
ing to leave until it decides to.

Charlie, a supposedly evil spirit, 
has invaded Jordanian households, 
catching parents, clerics and the 
government off guard. 

The game is taught in many Jor-
danian schools, where teachers 
generally think it’s fun, not neces-
sarily evil.

However, student Omar Najjar, 
10, said he was “terrified” by the 
game.

“My friends started to call for 
this Charlie and when the pencils 
moved, we started to scream. Older 
guys with us asked me to stop or 
else Charlie will kill us,” he said.

Manal Haltih, 32, a mother of 
three, said the game has become 
so popular that “it’s getting out of 
hands to stop it”.

One day in late April, Haltih said 

her 8-year-old son returned from 
school “shivering and very scared”.

“That day, I knew about the 
game,” she said. “He couldn’t sleep 
for four nights, so I had to sleep 
next to him explaining that this is 
just a game.”

Christian clergy concur.
Roman Catholic priest George 

Shweihat said Charlie, Charlie is a 
game, like many predecessors, that 
is just a fad.

“This game is just like a fashion 
statement,” he said. “It comes and 
goes after a while until something 
else comes up creating another 
craze on the internet.”

Muslim clerics declined com-
ment, clearly awaiting clearance 

from the government, which is yet 
to answer parents who are demand-
ing that the game be outlawed.

The Charlie, Charlie experiment 
requires two pencils balanced on 
top of each other as a cross and one 
piece of paper drawn on it a grid 
with “yes” and “no” in boxes, ex-
plained Khetam Odeh, an Amman 
high school English teacher, tutor-
ing third-graders.

She said players usually start by 
asking “Charlie, Charlie are you 
here?” and the pencil moves to-
wards the “yes” box, supposedly 
announcing the arrival of the spirit.

To play the game, Charlie must al-
low it and, perhaps scarier, players 
need Charlie’s permission to stop, 
Odeh said in an interview. She said 
she was not sure what happened if 
players leave without “permission” 
but she heard rumours that children 
were hurt if they did. Odeh said she 
learnt the game from the internet 
and taught it to her class before she 
came to suspect it is evil.

Eighth-grader Ibrahim Abbas, 15, 
said: “It’s a fun game, like watching 
a horror movie. I play it with my 
friends. 

Although you know it will scare 
you and gives you nightmares, you 
still watch it.”

He said he was aware he was 
“contacting” evil spirits and insist-
ed he had “no qualms with that at 
all”.

“It is a crazy game and technol-
ogy contributed to spreading it like 
wildfire,” said Ruba Massoud, from 
Amman’s AsSamiah high school.

“Students are filming and pub-
lishing it on YouTube or their social 
network accounts, creating some 
kind of a cult that so far we cannot 
stop,” Massoud said.

The origin of Charlie Charlie is 
vague, but online media reports 
claim it started in 2008 with a You-
Tube video titled Jugando Charly 
Charlie. However, the two-pencil 
version started in 2014 and was 
made popular by Twitter as #Char-
lie Charlie Challenge.

Other reports suggested the 
game’s popularity took off when 
four Colombian students were 
taken to a hospital suffering from 
“mass hysteria” after playing the 
game. A video of them went viral. 
After that the craze quickly spread 
across the world.

Some say the popularity of the 
game picked up with the 2015 hor-
ror film The Gallows, which has a 
scene with actors playing the game.

There are two versions of the 
game, although the principle is the 
same — the demon is there. In ad-
dition to the two-pencil-and-paper 
format, another version requires 
two players holding three pencils 
each in the shape of a square, said 
Odeh. “The pencils move involun-

tarily and without the interference 
of the players when asked ques-
tions” — the same method used 
in the Ouija board game, in which 
people consult a “spirit” by asking 
questions and moving a planchette 
to find the answer, Odeh added.

Child expert Najat Abbasi said 
teenagers “adopt dares easily and 
this game is a dare to many”.

“But calling an evil spirit in 
the privacy of your home needs 
courage and more so if you stay 
long enough to watch the pencils 
move,” she said. “Therefore, par-
ents should also have the cour-
age to explain that it is just a trick 
and there is no evil demon playing 
Q&A.”

Yet, the question remains: How 
do the pencils move, if the evil 
spirit of a child named Charlie is 
not doing it?

For Abbasi, there’s a simple sci-
entific explanation.

“It all depends on gravity and 
the positions of the pencils with 
the slightest vibration, breath or 
wind movement. The pencil would 
move in a direction that looks like 
it is moving towards the yes/no an-
swers,” she said.

“Because we tend to believe in 
supernatural things, we may then 
see the pencils moving towards 
‘yes’ or ‘no’.

“It is like we want to believe that 
we saw a ghost somewhere”.

Roufan Nahhas has been covering 
cultural issues in his base in 
Jordan for more than two decades.

Charlie, a 
supposedly evil 
spirit, has invaded 
Jordanian 
households

It is like we want to 
believe that we saw a 
ghost somewhere
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Is Egypt’s health system beyond recovery?
Amr Emam

Cairo

W 

hen his father fell 
tragically ill, Mo-
hamed Salah rushed 
him to the nearest 
state-run hospital in 

Cairo, hoping that doctors would do 
something to treat the sexagenar-
ian.

At the hospital, the 30-year-old 
waiter was in for a shocking experi-
ence. There was no empty bed for 
his father, the hospital was over-
crowded and “full of dirt”, and 
there were no doctors to talk to.

“I just couldn’t believe that a 
place that is supposed to be offering 
medical treatment to human beings 
would be that unbearably unclean,” 
Salah said.

“Apart from the dirt that filled the 
whole place, there were no doctors 
around, no medication, no equip-
ment or the minimum of what 
it takes for the treatment of any 
health hazard whatsoever.”

Egypt’s rickety and poor health 
system is once more in the head-
lines, causing shock and disbelief 
across the country.

Hundreds of state-run hospitals 
are turning into no-go places for 
millions of patients as the facilities 
suffer from neglect, lack of equip-
ment and scarcity of trained medi-
cal workers.

Whether it is in Cairo or in other 
cities or provinces, state-owned-
and-run hospitals are failing to pro-
vide proper care to patients, a con-
dition the country’s health workers 

blame on the lack of funding.
“Our country’s health sector is 

in bad need of a revolution and 
change,” said Alaa Ghanam, the 
head of Right to Medicine, a local 
non-governmental organisation. 
“This system must be restructured 
in a way that ushers in an independ-
ent health council to run the hospi-
tals according to the highest inter-
national standards.”

Egypt’s health system made 
headlines after Prime Minister Ibra-
him Mahlab said he was flabbergast-
ed by conditions at the Heart Insti-
tute, the largest cardiac hospital in 
Egypt, during a recent visit

Spending on Egyptian health is 
almost half of what other similar 
middle-income countries spend, 
according to the World Health Or-
ganisation. Egypt allocated 1.7% of 
its gross domestic product, an es-
timated $5.5 billion for the health 

sector in the 2014-15 budget. This 
amounted to 5.37% of overall gov-
ernment spending.

The new Egyptian constitution, 
approved in 2014, stipulated rais-
ing government spending on health 
to 3% of gross domestic product in 
the next budget. Many are sceptical 
about the government’s ability to do 
so while the country is struggling 
economically.

“I am sure that calls for raising 
the health budget will continue 
to be mere ink on paper for a long 
time,” Hossam Kamal, a member of 
the board of the non-governmental 
Medical Association, said. “The 
same old policies are being applied 
over and over again with no change, 
which at the end reflects negatively 
on poor Egyptians seeking medical 
treatment.”

Underprivileged Egyptians, like 
Salah’s father, who cannot afford to 

pay for medical care, have no choice 
but to take what’s available.

After trying another state-run 
hospital, the Hepatitis C patient was 
finally admitted. But first, he had 
to wait for hours in a long queue 
to be examined by the single avail-
able doctor. The hospital room was 
equipped with dirty beds, had bro-
ken windows, and there were no 
nurses or other doctors around to 
tend to patients.

“I had to give him the medicine 
myself,” Salah said. “When he want-
ed to go to the toilet, I had to help 
him there. He was in bad need for 
professional care, but there was no 
one to give it.”

According to a recent study by the 
Egyptian Center for Economic and 
Social Rights, doctors make up 15% 
of Egypt’s health workforce, admin-
istrative workers 70%, while nurses 
make up the remaining 15%.

Doctors and nurses are poorly 
paid, with their salaries account-
ing for less than 20% of the health 
budget, the study added.

Cardiologist Dr Rashwan Shaaban 
pointed out that fresh graduate 
doctors receive 200 pounds ($26) 
a month in salary, whereas doctors 
like himself who have been in the 
job for 20 years, receive a monthly 
salary of less than 2,000 pounds 
($263).

“This is why a doctor has to do 
more than one job and work at more 
than one hospital to be able to put 
food on the table for his family,” 
Shaaban said. 

The country’s health system was 
targeted in a campaign filled with 
bitter sarcasm on the part of doc-
tors who turned to social media to 

express their frustration with hospi-
tal conditions. They created a Face-
book page, posting shocking photos 
from inside hospitals, which they 
said was addressed to the prime 
minister “so he would not be sur-
prised when he visits hospitals in 
the future”.

One photo shows a patient sleep-
ing on a hospital bed while stray 
cats play freely in the room. Anoth-
er photo illustrates a dirty operating 
room with cracked walls.

The poor conditions of state-run 
hospitals opened the door for the 
rise of a parallel private health sys-
tem, which few Egyptians can af-
ford. Private medical care was way 
beyond Salah’s means. He said his 
father was eventually referred to 
a state-run hospital where proper 
health services are offered but only 
for those who could pay.

When asked for an advance pay-
ment of 5,000 pounds ($657) before 
his father received care, Salah, a fa-
ther of two children, whose salary is 
2,000 pounds ($263) a month, could 
not afford it.

His father was denied care he 
badly needed and died shortly after.

While this happened weeks ago, 
Salah continues to live with the bit-
ter experience of poor medical care 
in his country. “I am sure if my fa-
ther had been a moneyed business-
man he would still be alive today,” 
he said.

Patient’s relative on the floor inside a Cairo hospital room.

Saudi rehab for convicted extremists
Riyadh

F 

or most of his 20s, all Badr 
al-Enezi could think about 
was becoming a jihadi 
fighter. After getting in 
touch with former Guan-

tanamo Bay prisoners who had re-
turned to militancy, he plotted how 
to take up arms.

However, he was caught by Saudi 
authorities and spent six months 
in prison.  His next six months in 
detention were far different: He 
dabbled with art therapy, played 
football and enjoyed perks such as 
swimming in an Olympic-size pool 
and relaxing in a  sauna at a rehab 
centre for convicted extremists.

Equally important, he was chal-
lenged to think differently about 
Islam.

After completing the de-radicali-
sation programme and renouncing 
notions of fighting abroad, he now 
serves as a mentor for new entrants 
to the centre, named after Saudi 
Arabia’s interior minister, Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin 
Abdul-Aziz.

“What is the secret? It is that the 
ideas we carry cannot be cured by 
weapons only. It also requires an 
ideological cure,” the 30-year-old 
says of the facility, which in many 
ways serves as the centrepiece of 
Saudi Arabia’s counterterrorism 
strategy.

As the kingdom faces a new do-
mestic threat from the Islamic State 
(ISIS), it is revving up the ground-
breaking programme that aims to 
rehabilitate extremists through 
months of indoctrination by moder-
ate Islamic clerics, sociologists and 
psychologists.

The effort is complicated by the 
kingdom’s regional competition 
with Iran, which has stoked anti-
Shia rhetoric from hard-line Saudi 
clerics and fuelled attacks on the 
country’s Shia minority, viewed 

by Sunni extremists such as ISIS as 
apostates.

For many Saudi Shias, the attacks, 
which began in November when 
eight worshippers were gunned 
down by alleged ISIS militants, have 
come as no surprise. For nearly 
three years, clerics across the Gulf 
urged young men to join in jihad 
and purge Syria of its Iranian-backed 
government — sermons that helped 
draw more than 2,500 Saudis to 
fight alongside Sunni rebels trying 
to topple Syrian President Bashar 
Assad. That was until 2014 when the 
kingdom decreed it illegal to fight ji-
had abroad or encourage it.

The Interior Ministry says about 
650 fighters have returned to Saudi 
Arabia, bringing back with them 
what they learned on foreign bat-
tlefields. So ISIS changed tactics and 
called on its Saudi supporters to car-
ry out attacks inside the kingdom, 
which is custodian to Islam’s holiest 
sites in Mecca and Medina.

For this new generation of home-
grown extremists, ISIS’s ideology is 
attractive because its fighters are on 
the ground battling Iranian-backed 
militias in Syria and Iraq, says Ab-
dulrahman al-Hadlaq, director of 
ideological security at the Interior 
Ministry and a founder of the rehab 
centre.

The militant group, which was 
once al-Qaeda in Iraq, “tricked a lot 
of youth”, who saw them as the only 
force taking on the Shia militias, he 
says, adding that his agency was re-
vising its strategies to counter the 
dangers posed by ISIS.

A key element of the kingdom’s 
counterterrorism arsenal is the Mo-
hammed bin Nayef Centre for Ad-
vice, Counselling and Care, as the 
rehab facility is formally known.

Founded in 2007 by the prince, 
who has been the target of several 
assassination attempts, its aim was 
the rehabilitation through religious 
re-education and psychological 
counselling of militants responsible 
for a wave of al-Qaeda bombings, 
shootings and kidnappings from 
2003.

With hundreds of militants filling 
the kingdom’s prisons, the centre’s 

focus was on trying to prevent those 
who had served their sentences 
from taking up arms again. The re-
hab centre has treated about 3,000 
men convicted of terrorism-related 
crimes, including all those released 
to Saudi custody from Guantanamo 
Bay, and claims a success rate of 
87%.

Of the 13% — about 390 men — 
who returned to militancy, half have 
been rearrested. Several turned up 
in Yemen, leading the local al-Qaeda 
branch there.

At the centre, inmates — called 
“beneficiaries” by staff — are housed 
in a complex of low-rise buildings, 
whose resort-like appearance is be-
lied by the concrete walls, barbed 
wire and armed guards that sur-
round it. Contact with family is en-
couraged and participants are given 
access to private, fully furnished 
apartments for conjugal visits with 
spouses.

If the centre’s experts deem an 

inmate mentally fit for release, they 
help him find a job, rent a house, 
buy a car and assimilate into society.

Speaking in front of psycholo-
gists at the centre, Enezi said the 
programme, which he completed 
in 2012, helped him understand re-
ligious doctrine through a different 
prism from what he’d learned on-
line.

Clerics explained the Quran to 
him in a way that led him to believe 
those who fight in jihad abroad are 
“serving a foreign agenda”.

John Horgan, author of The Psy-
chology of Terrorism, says the Saudis 
took the idea of de-radicalisation 
seriously and used creative tech-

niques at a time when the West was 
increasingly relying on torture and 
drone strikes.

However, he says many see the 
Saudis as hypocritical when claim-
ing moral high ground on coun-
terterrorism efforts because they 
haven’t prevented citizens from 
joining extremist groups in the first 
place.

Mohammed al-Nimr, whose 
brother is an outspoken Saudi Shia 
cleric, says changing the mindset of 
young men through the rehab pro-
gramme is not enough. An overhaul 
of the education system is needed as 
part of the counterterrorism strate-
gy, he said.

The turn to ISIS by young Saudis 
“is a result of the ideological terror-
ism that is taught in our schools”, he 
says. “They do not teach anyone to 
respect people with contrary views. 
They use religious justification for 
the killing of these people.”
(The Associated Press)

Of the 13% — about 
390 men — who 
returned to 
militancy, half have 
been rearrested

“Ideas we carry 
cannot be cured by 
weapons only”

Art therapist Awad al-Yami looks at artwork painted by Islamic militants at the rehab centre.

Our country’s health 
sector is in bad need 
of a revolution and 
change
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Tunis

T  

he Islamic State may 
have hoped that in the 
wake of the terror attack 
on Western holidaymak-
ers in Sousse, Tunisia 

would be plunged into fear and 
instability. But while the bravery 
of hotel staff demonstrated deter-
mination of Tunisians to stand up 
to the radicals, ordinary people 
steadfastly continued with their 
Ramadan activities and organisers 
refused to cancel cultural events in 
the capital.

In Sousse, protests were organ-
ised to condemn the terrorist at-
tacks, and in the coastal town of 
Hammamet, Tunisians held a pub-
lic iftar on the beach in defiance 
of the terrorist’s attempts to scare 
tourists away from what often 
brings them to the country.

In the capital, cultural events 
continue to breathe life into the 
city. Despite the tragedy, the festi-
val of the Medina, one of the most 
anticipated cultural events during 
Ramadan in Tunis, carried on with 
its programme.

“We should not succumb to the 
trap of terrorists. That is what they 
want. If we cancelled the cultural 
shows of the festival of the Medina, 
the radicals would have won and 
managed to achieve the goal of 
their attacks, which is to kill life in 
Tunisia,” said Zoubeir Lasram, di-
rector of the Festival of the Medina.

“This is why we should protect 
what we have accomplished so far. 
The proof was the Sunday [June 
28th] concert, which managed to 
attract many Tunisians despite the 
sad events.  In a way, that is the 

aim of the festival, to celebrate life 
against those promoting the cul-
ture of death.’’

The Festival of the Medina has 
been held since since 1993 to en-
courage Tunisian to revisit the for-
gotten monuments of the old city 
of Tunis.

“As many people do not know the 
Medina, the festival is an opportu-
nity for them to discover the place, 
especially the younger generation 
who are not familiar with the old 
city of Tunis,’’ Lasram stated.

“The second purpose is to pro-
mote traditional Tunisian music. 
We also include international mu-
sic and not just traditional Tunisian 
music.”

The concerts of the festival are 
held in the museums, the old pal-
aces and in cultural centres scat-
tered around the old city of Tunis.  
Such an approach serves to famil-
iarise the audience with places that 
constitute a significant part of the 
Tunisian patrimony and heritage 
such as Dar Lasram, L’achouria, Bir 
Lahajr.

“We fought to bring the festival 
back to the Medina since the last 
editions featured concerts in other 
venues located outside the Medina 
due to security concerns after the 
revolution,” Lasram stated.

Salwa Darghouth, a member of 
the organising committee, says the 
festival has a cultural mission.

“What is interesting is that we all 
promote culture in different forms. 
Some are plastic artists; others are 

advocates of Tunisian patrimony 
and archaeologists. But we are all 
united by our passion for the Medi-
na of Tunis,” Darghouth stated.

“The festival is committed to 
showcasing the heritage of the 
Medina including the traditions 
and the importance of the site as a 
historical emblem of Tunisian civi-
lization.”

Starting June 21st, the festival 
inaugurated its 33rd edition with a 
slogan that pays tribute to Tunisian 
women artists.

“We need to promote female art-
ists since we  lack opportunities to 
celebrate women  for their contri-
bution to art. We could have paid 
tribute to specific artists, but we 
chose to dedicate it to all women 
artists in Tunisia  as they have con-
tributed greatly to art and culture,”  
Darghouth said.

“It is not a sexist approach, but 
there are women who gave a lot to 
Tunisian music and art. Why not 
give them a chance and the recogni-
tion they deserve? And women are 
also in the committee that advocate 
the cause of women. The more we 
advocates the cause of women in 
the country, the more women find 
more space and presence in public 
events and activities.”

The festival primarily invests 
in traditional Tunisian music to 
bridge the gap between the present 
and the past and to inspire the new 
generations to follow the music of 
the older generations.

In addition to the music, the fes-
tival lights up different sites in the 
Medina on Ramadan evenings.

“I like to come to the Medina to 
discover these spaces that take on a 
different shape with musical shows.  
Each place has its own specificities, 
which makes it a discovery each 
time,” Sana, a student, said.

On June 28th, outside the thea-
tre a crowd gathered waiting for 
the show to start.

“It is one way of showing the 
world that we will not let the cow-
ard attempts of terrorists put an 
end to the beauty of this culture. 
We Tunisians love to enjoy life and 
no one can stop us from doing so. 
Consider it a message to terror-
ists but we are not afraid of them,” 
Marwa, a 22-year-old student stat-
ed.

“It is heartbreaking to see what 
is happening, but it does not reflect 
us as Muslims or Tunisians for that 

matter. This terrorism is strange 
to the culture itself. I mean look 
around you. Look at how people 
are out with their families enjoying 
the nights of Ramadan and going 
to concerts,” Ahmed, 35 years old, 
said.

“Tunisia will always keep this 
image despite everything else, an 
image of a life-loving peaceful na-
tion that will resist and defend it-
self against the threats of radicals 
by embracing life.”

Roua Khlifi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Life, culture shows continue 
in Tunis despite tragedy

If we cancelled the 
cultural shows of the 
festival of the 
Medina, the radicals 
would have won

Roua Khlifi

Haifa

W  

hen curator Fadwa 
Naamna started 
preparations for a 
photo exhibition in 
the Mediterranean 

port city of Haifa, she felt a com-
mon pressure faced by her peers: 
sensitivities over Palestinians 
holding Israeli citizenship and liv-
ing in Israel.

Palestinians, who remained in 
their homes in the May 1948 war 
that created the state of Israel in 
British-mandate Palestine, were 
given Israeli citizenship. However, 
those commonly known as “Arab-
Israelis” or “1948 Palestinians” 
cry out discrimination and accuse 
Israel of treating them like second-
class citizens in a country that la-
bels itself the “Jewish state” in line 
with its religious dogma.

As Israel shifted towards the right 
wing recently, forming its hardest 
line cabinet ever, its Arab inhabit-
ants feel that the noose is tighten-
ing on their ability to express them-
selves or tell their narrative.

Some Arabs consider the partici-
pation of 1948 Palestinians in Israe-
li activities as an act of normalisa-
tion, loathed by many who regard 
Israel an enemy bent on evicting 
the remaining Arabs to make room 
for Jewish newcomers from the 
West.

Observers say that the Palestine 
Liberation Organisation’s exclusion 
of the 1948 Palestinians from the 
signed agreements with Israel and 
from a shared future of all Pales-
tinians left this minority out in the 
cold.

The exhibition, called Journal 
View, opened May 8th in the Beit 
Hagefen Jewish-Arab Cultural Cen-

tre in Haifa. It is to run through July 
30th. Beit Hagefan was established 
in 1963 to bring Arabs and Israelis 
together.

On display are photographs 
by Palestinian photojournalists 
Akram Darawsheh, Isam Telhami, 
who live in Israel, and Ali Ali, a 
Gaza Strip artist who lives in Ber-
lin, Germany. The photos show 
dramatic images, including one of 
Darawsheh as he was shot in the 
back with an Israeli rubber bullet 
while he was covering a protest in 
the Arab city of Um el-Fahem in 
eastern Israel.

Naamna said Ali had initially de-
clined to take part in the exhibition 
because it is hosted by a centre that 
receives Israeli state funding. But 
he later accepted under endless ef-
forts to persuade him, she said.

“I told him I had no choice. I 

was born here. This is the real-
ity. I’m living here, and the audi-
ence deserve to see the work from 
Gaza and the West Bank to encour-
age communication between us,” 
Naamna, 29, said.

She said the exhibition faced 
more pressure when an Israeli state 
committee visited to inspect the 
photos on display but found no vi-
olations since the exposition tack-
les realities on the ground.

Naamna insists such actions lim-
it freedom of expression.

There are other government 
pressures. Artist Norman Issa, a 
1948 Palestinian who is married to 
a Jew, said Israel’s hard-line Cul-
ture Minister Miri Regev is “black-
mailing” him. 

Issa explained that Regev threat-
ened to reconsider government fi-
nancing to Al-Mina theatre, which 

he heads. The threat followed Issa’s 
refusal to participate in a theatre 
production in a Jewish settlement 
in the West Bank.

Observers argue that Haifa is one 
of the most harmonious cities in Is-
rael in regards to the relatively cor-
dial relationship between Palestin-
ian Arabs and Israeli Jews. Over the 
years, the communities coexisted 
with little trouble between them.

However, tensions exist. For in-
stance, Arab artists are having dif-
ficulty conveying their messages, 
such as peace with Israel or its ex-
cessive use of force against Pales-
tinians. When they do, they are ac-
cused of radicalism and condoning 
violence.

Regev also threatened to cut off 
funding to Al-Midan, the largest 
Arab theatre in Israel, over a play 
called The Parallel Time by 22-year-
old Palestinian playwright Bashar 
Murkus.

Based on years of research, the 
play depicts the true story of a 
Palestinian man convicted of kill-
ing an Israeli soldier. Israeli politi-
cians argued that the play glorified 
the killer and encouraged violence 
against Israel’s army.

“These are taboos for the Israeli 
public,” said  Naamna, pointing out 
that the Israeli public is free to de-
pict its historic leaders as heroes 
despite their enmity towards Pales-
tinians, including some with Pales-
tinian blood on their hands.

Israeli state funding has put 
Arab artists in Israel in a dilemma. 
Whereas some see the funding ap-
propriate for Arabs who pay taxes 
to Israel, others don’t want to be 
“stained” by a state prejudiced 
against its own Arab population.

Insisting that they don’t want to 
participate in perpetuating the im-
age of Israel as democratic, some 
Arab artists say that the lack of re-
sources has cost them business.

Others, however, would rather 
sit home than take part in business 
that has an Israeli hallmark to it, 
Naamna said.

For Naamna, the centre she 
works for has allowed her to “ex-
press myself as a Palestinian who 
was raised here, in Beit Hagafen”, 
she said.

For Antwan Shalhat, a 1948 Pal-
estinian researcher, the status of 
people like him is complicated.

“We’re neither fully Palestinian, 
nor fully Arabs or Israelis,” Shalhat 
said. He said the basis of the con-
tradiction the artists live revolves 
around identity.

“We’re talking about a nation 
that was turned into a minority in 
its original homeland, and lives 
now in a state that was established 
on the rubble of Palestine.”

In Haifa, Palestinians went from 
being equal in number to Jews who 
lived there prior to 1948 — esti-
mated at 77,000 each — to nearly 
4,000. Many Palestinians fled or 
were driven out of their homes in 
1948 and afterwards.

Shalhat said the younger genera-
tion is articulating bolder positions 
than its ancestors.

“Many theatrical shows are dis-
playing a daring generation voicing 
a clear message: The1948 Palestini-
ans are part and parcel of the bigger 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict and that 
their status can be tackled under 
a comprehensive solution to the 
conflict,” he said.

Nida Ibrahim, based in Ramallah, 
has been covering Palestinian issues 
for international media outlets for 
nearly ten years.

State funding has 
put Arab artists in 
Israel in a dilemma

Nida Ibrahim

The dilemma of Palestinian artists in Israel

Bashar Murkus, author and director of A Parallel Time, in Haifa 
theatre.

Photo: Hassene DridiThe music goes on.
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T 

he glorious past, some-
times troubled present 
and uncertain future of 
Arab cities was debated 
at the Arab World Insti-

tute, as architects, urban planners 
and academics from Europe and 
the Arab world shared ideas on 
Arab city planning.

With cities such as Damascus, 
Aleppo, Cairo, Baghdad, Jerusa-
lem, Tunis and Algiers firmly es-
tablished as places of orientalist 
fantasy and excess, how have these 
cities, some of them with popula-
tions in excess of 10 million, re-
sponded to present challenges, the 
participants asked.

Arab city planning has a splen-
did past, as seen in the monuments 
and urban fabric of cities across 
the Arab world, but much of this 
is being lost, or inappropriately 
conserved, as a result of breakneck 
population growth and modernisa-
tion.

Some Arab cities are in danger 
of losing their historical charac-
ter as entire districts are levelled 
for development. Others are be-
ing destroyed by violence, with 
Damascus, Aleppo and Baghdad — 
the cities of the Thousand and One 
Nights — either being choked by 
uncontrolled population growth or 
suffering from losses as a result of 
conflict.

In the Gulf, urban development 
over the past two decades has seen 
a race towards gigantism, with fan-
tasy versions of the Arab architec-
tural heritage outdoing in luxury 
even the most extravagant dreams 
of the caliphs of old Baghdad.

As cities in the Mediterranean 
Arab world struggle with the effects 
of uncontrolled development, ru-

ral-to-urban migration, pollution 
and civil conflict, the shiny new 
cities of the Gulf outdo each other 
in high technology and oriental-
ist design, producing monuments 
of Arab post-modernism linked to 
their role as commercial hubs.

Meanwhile, Umayyad mosques 
are being reduced to dust in Syria, 
Ottoman and Mameluk districts 
demolished in Cairo, and Bagh-
dad, once one of the Arab world’s 
most cosmopolitan cities, is living 
through a period of edgy segrega-
tion, with armed checkpoints at 
the end of streets and districts sur-
rounded by walls.

The debate on the Arab city in 
Paris on June 5th-7th was the first 
of what it is hoped will be an an-
nual event, confirming the Arab 
World Institute’s reputation as a 
major international forum for dis-
cussion on the Arab world. 

According to Jack Lang, the in-
stitute’s president and a former 
French culture minister, the idea is 
“to help us situate ourselves in the 
present and prepare ourselves for a 
future that the Arab and European 
peoples will share”.

Speaking on behalf of the organ-
isers, historian Mercedes Volait, 
known for her work on modern Cai-
ro, said that more than 60% of the 
population of the Arab world lives 
in large cities. This is likely to grow, 
presenting new challenges for Arab 
city-planning and demanding new 
solutions.

It also comes at a time when 
many Arab cities are entering the 
world’s imagination in new ways. 
As several speakers pointed out, 
some Arab urban areas — notably 
Tahrir Square in Cairo and Avenue 
Bourguiba in Tunis — are being 
recognised worldwide because of 
the role they played in the “Arab 
spring” revolutions.

Much of the work presented was 
by French architects and scholars, 
including architectural historian 

Robert Ilbert, Anne-Marie Eddé, 
author of an important biogra-
phy of Saladin, and Caecilia Pieri, 
known for her work on modern 
Baghdad.

Some of it focused on the cul-
tural significance of urban spaces. 
Egyptian historian Nelly Hanna 
spoke on the small-scale work-
shops of 19th-century Cairo, the 
kind of dense economic life that 
forms the backdrop to the novels 
of Egyptian Nobel laureate Naguib 
Mahfouz. Franck Mermier, former 
director of the French Institute in 
Aden, spoke on the way city life is 
experienced in Yemen.

Inevitably, though, the conse-
quences of war loomed large. Pieri 
spoke of major challenges facing 
contemporary Baghdad, ravaged 

by conflict and with vast informal 
areas lacking connection to utili-
ties. 

Debates over the post-war re-
construction of Beirut in the 1990s 
were revisited in the context of the 
reconstruction that will be needed 
in Syria, where much of Aleppo and 
parts of Damascus and other cities 
have been destroyed.

But it is not just war that threat-
ens these great cities. Tunisian ar-
chitectural historian Leila Ammar 
gave a grim account of the neglect 
threatening downtown Tunis, 
where the loss of colonial-period 
buildings risks changing the city’s 
character. 

Egyptian architect Omneya 
Abdel-Barr spoke of destruction 
in Islamic Cairo, where failure to 

enforce regulations, inappropri-
ate legislation and mounting real-
estate speculation were leading to 
the loss of Mameluk and Ottoman-
period buildings.

The loss of even one historic 
building could produce an empty 
space that vitiated the urban fabric, 
she told The Arab Weekly. 

Speculative building projects 
throwing up tower blocks were ru-
ining the historic centre. “The most 
important monument in Cairo is 
the city itself,” she commented.  It 
was this that was in danger of be-
ing changed out of all recognition 
by population pressures and eco-
nomic development.

David Tresilian is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Paris.

Glory and peril in the Arab city
David Tresilian

Saad Guerraoui

The Bay of Algiers with the old town of the Algerian capital known as the Kasbah in the background.

Some Arab cities are 
in danger of losing 
their historical 
character

Umayyad mosques 
are being reduced to 
dust in Syria

Rabat

A 

fter appearing in Paris 
and Manama, the Berber 
Women of Morocco exhi-
bition is being shown at 
the National Library in 

Rabat.
The exhibit features coral 

wedding necklaces, ceremonial 
clothing and Berber jewels and 
carpets are among 1,400 pieces 
from the Berber Museum at Jardin 
Majorelle in Marrakech, which is 
owned by the Pierre Bergé-Yves 
Saint-Laurent Foundation.

Jardin Majorelle’s collection, 
which features items dating to 
the 19th century, is rich in history 
and culture. This “inexhaustible 
treasure can inspire designers” and 
“the proof was brought by Yves 
Saint-Laurent himself, who said he 
took the colours of Morocco,” said 
Bergé, friend of the late French 
couturier, whose ashes were 
scattered in 2008 in his famous 
garden.

Silver necklaces ornamented 
with amber, coral and coins besides 
brooches and earrings are the 
perfect examples of the art of an 
authentic jewellery-making that is 
associated with the Berber culture.

The khmissa jewel is worn 

by Berber women both as an 
accessory and protector from the 
evil eye. Khmissa, or the hand, is 
one of the most popular items of 
gold and silver jewellery among 
Berber women, historically and 
traditionally. It is believed to 
represent purity and hold magical 
and protective properties.

Berber carpets and throws made 
of wool are also displayed. The 
designs reflect Berbers’ use of 
bright and dark colours, employing 
cultural designs. Other items 
include headscarves from the 
Anti-Atlas and pre-Sahara 
regions made of wool 
and cotton and tainted in 
colours extracted from 
vegetables.

Dresses shown on digital 
screens illustrate the variety 
of Berber women’s dress, each 
of which represents a tribal 
identity.

“The dresses were made of wool 
until the arrival of cotton in the 
20th century,” Sami el Harrach, 
chief guide of the Berber Museum 
at Jardin Majorelle in Marrakech 
told The Arab Weekly, adding 
that some tribes, such as 
Beni Sbih, no longer exist.

“Most of the jewellery 
displayed here was mainly 
worn for special occasions 
such as moussems and 
wedding ceremonies. The 
jewels were also a sign of 
wealth because poor women 
could only afford to wear iron 
or copper jewels,” said Harrach.

The exhibition opened May 
15th and runs through July 15th 
at the National Library in Rabat.

Berber Women of Morocco exhibition at Rabat National Library

(Photos: Saad Guerraoui)
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Tunis, Tunisia:
Through July 15th

Tunis celebrates art during Rama-
dan with the 33rd Festival of the 
Medina, which is a tribute to the 
Tunisian woman artist. Concerts 
featuring Andalusian malouf 
music and ethnic bands are to be 
held in venues of the old city. Art-
ists from Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, 
Spain and France are to attend.

Jerusalem:
July 9th-19th

The 31st Jerusalem Film Festival 
presents a rich programme of 
international movies, screen-
ing features, shorts, animations 
and documentaries.  Workshops, 
symposiums, a film lab, tribute 
evenings and meetings with 
filmmakers and actors, such as 
Claudio Santamaria and Dietrich 
Brüggemann, are included in the 
programme.

Carthage, Tunisia: 
July 11th- August 18th

The International Festival of 
Carthage is one of the most sig-
nificant arts and cultural events 
in North Africa, drawing a mix of 
local and international perform-
ers to Tunisia over several weeks. 
It takes place at the open-air 
Carthage Amphitheatre. In its 
51st edition the festival will host 
artists Lauryn Hill, Akon, Amal 
Maher and Omar Faruk, among 
others.

Agadir, Morocco:
July 22nd-25th

The 12th Festival Timitar takes 
place in Agadir and features 
international and local perform-
ers. The 2015 edition includes in-
ternational artists Alpha Blondy, 
Hani Chaker and many others.

Baalbeck, Lebanon:
July 31st-August 30th

Set in the Roman ruins in Baal-
beck in east Lebanon, the Baal-
beck International Festival opens 
with a special tribute to the Sun 
City, which was affected by the 
spillover of the Syrian conflict on 
Lebanon’s eastern border. Opera, 
classical music, pop and jazz 
concerts as well as modern and 
classical dance will be performed 
by international and Lebanese 
artists.

Dubai: 
September 14th-20th

The eighth Dubai International 
Dance Festival 2015 is expected to 
attract dance companies, classical 
dance academies, youth orches-
tras, bands, and music ensembles 
from around the world.

Beirut:
September 17th-20th

The Beirut Art Fair provides 
space for artists and galleries to 
exhibit their work, be it painting, 
drawing, graphic design, instal-
lation pieces or performance. Ex-
hibitors and visitors can mingle 
with artists from the Middle East, 
North Africa and South Asia.

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Kairouan, Tunisia

A 

t the dawn of the 20th 
century, Swiss-German 
painter Paul Klee stood 
at the gates of Kairouan 
contemplating the scen-

ery. Enamoured by the colours and 
charm of the town, Klee uttered: 
“Colour possesses me. I don’t have 
to pursue it. It will always possess 
me, I know it. That is the mean-
ing of this happy moment: Colour 
and I are one. I am a painter.” The 
light and colours that the town of-
fered sparked Klee’s artistic break-
through.

Kairouan fascinated visitors with 
its rich civilisation and scenery for 
centuries as it became the cradle 
for civilisations ranging from the 
Umayyad to the Aghlabid rules. Lo-
cated at the centre of Tunisia, the 
town lies peacefully between sea 
and mountain.

Kairouan is considered one of 
the holiest towns in Islam and 
was the first Islamic capital in the 
Maghreb. The Arab general and 
leader of Islamic conquests, Uqba 
ibn Nafi, crossed the deserts begin-
ning his first Muslim conquest of 
the Maghreb region. He ordered the 
setting of a military camp favour-
able for the strategic positioning of 
the region.

On that site around 670, Uqba ibn 
Nafi founded the city of Kairouan 
as he feared that leaving Ifriqiya 
would endanger Islam in the re-
gion. Soon, the military camp set 
in a region described as deserted 
became one of the most powerful 
Islamic settlements.

“The name ‘Kairouan’ was de-
rived from a Persian word which 
means ‘a camp’. This reveals the 
purpose that Uqba ibn Nafi intend-
ed for the town, which was to serve 
as a fortress and a military camp. It 
became an important centre for Is-
lamic teachings and Quranic learn-
ing,” said Loti Aissa, a Tunisian his-
torian.

He added: “Kairouan is a part of 
the collective memory of Tunisians 
as the city occupies a part of every 
Tunisian’s history. Its creation was 
a founding moment in the history 
of Tunisians.”

During the centuries that fol-
lowed, Kairouan became the Islam-
ic capital of the region. Governors 
of the town were directly appointed 
by the caliphs and exercised their 
rule of the region from the town.

Kairouan is best known for its 
strategic position, and it served as 
the starting point for many Islamic 
conquests towards Algeria, Moroc-
co and Spain. Hence, the city be-
came known as one of the most im-
portant cities in the Islamic world.

It also became one of the most im-
portant cultural centres in the Arab 
world as it witnessed the flourish-
ing of religious sciences and arts. 
Being the most ancient Islamic base 
in the Maghreb, it became a place of 
teaching religion as well as the Ara-
bic language.

“The moderate Islam that sprung 
from the teachings of the schools 
in Kairouan was the product of the 
concern of the scholars about the 
consolidation of both the theory 
and the practice. Scholars in Kair-
ouan advocated an Islam that fo-
cused on the application of religion 
and its teachings on reality and 
practical problems,” Aissa stated.

“Most of the texts produced by 
the Islamic scholars of Kairouan 
were about solving the daily issues 
through the teachings of Islam. 
Perhaps one of the most important 
scholars was Muhammad ibn Abi 
Zayd al-Qayrawani whose work Al-
Risala became one of the most in-
fluential texts.”

Kairouan remained the Maghreb’s 
principal holy city. Today, Kairouan 
is a UNESCO heritage site.

Protected by walls and gates, the 
medina of Kairouan has maintained 
a web of twisting alleys and tradi-
tional houses. It contains mosques 
and shrines that welcome visitors 
for prayers. Minarets mark the sky-
line of the town, emphasising the 
spiritual dimension of the place. 
The medina quarter hosts souks 
that sell the carpets, vases and 
leather products that the town is 
famous for. The souks are still hubs 
for tradesmen and visitors.

One of the most important mon-
uments in Kairouan is the Great 
Mosque of Uqba, which dates to the 
seventh century.

Considered one of the most im-
portant Islamic monuments in the 
Maghreb, the great mosque is an 
architectural masterpiece that was 

founded by Uqba ibn Nafi cover-
ing a perimeter of 405 metres. The 
mosque celebrates Islamic archi-
tecture with columns and capitals 
taken from ruins and containing 
marble and porphyry along with 
inscriptions. Not only was the 
mosque a place for worship, but it 
was also a centre for education for 
Islamic and secular sciences.

Kairouan is also known for the 
Mosque of the Three Gates, which 
was founded in 866. The mosque 
stands as a masterpiece of Islamic 
architecture containing arched 
doors surmounted by Kufic inscrip-
tions as well as floral and geometric 
decorations.

The holy town is named for the 
different sacred places it contains. 
One of the holiest places in Kai-
rouan is the Mosque of Barber, 
or the mausoleum of Sidi Sahab, 
where the shrine of the compan-
ion of the Prophet, Abu Zama al-
Belaoui, stands. Tiled in colours, 
the mosque became a place of ven-
eration for Tunisians who seek the 
blessings of the companion of the 
Prophet.

Whoever visits Kairouan should 
not skip the Aghlabid basins. Built 
during the ninth century, the cis-
terns are impressive for their engi-
neering sophistication. The Basins 
of the Aghlabid constitute one of 
the most beautiful systems con-
ceived to transport water.

During Ramadan, Kairouan re-
stores its charm as an Islamic capi-
tal as it becomes a destination for 
spirituality seekers with religious 
chanting circles held throughout 
the month.

 Mosques welcome visitors for 
prayers. The town’s courtyard be-
comes vibrant with life as many 
attend prayers in the great mosque 
and then gather in the courtyard to 
share coffee and Kairouan’s famous 
sweets, Makroudh.

“The town of Kairouan is similar 
to an open-air museum for its rich-
ness and diversity. Every corner 
and every place contain a piece of 
history. The perimeter of the Medi-
na is the largest, making it an open 
museum to visitors with activities 
of a cultural and economic aspect,” 
Aissa said.

Kairouan, historic city of Islam

Uqba ibn Nafi mosque in Kairouan. 

Roua Khlifi

(Photos: Hassene Dridi)

One of the 
most important 
monuments in 
Kairouan is the 
Great Mosque of 
Uqba


